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ABSTRACT

SETTLER COLONIALISM AND WHITE ENVIRONMENTALISM IN THE 'UBA
Aleena Church

Settler colonialism continues to shape present injustices of Indigenous Peoples.
The settlers of Nevada County do not recognize the historical past of colonialism and
how it has changed the Nisenan Tribes relationship to these lands/waters. Or how colonization still thrives in Nevada County through settler relationships with these lands/waters.
Settler colonialism is ongoing, it is not an event that happened during the gold rush. I use
the South 'Uba River (South Yuba River) as an example for how settler colonialism continues to perpetuate violence and genocide amongst the Nisenan Peoples. As we, settlers,
occupy these lands and waters we must understand how our relationship is extractive
from the Indigenous relationships to these lands and waters. By continuing to unacknowlege Indigenous Peoples and their lands, white settlers continue to oppress Nisenan sovereignty and identity.
In this thesis, I argue that the use of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), in
land management practices is how environmental organizations can acknowledge the Nisenan Tribe as stewards of the land with the goal of Indigenous sovereignty. I will also be
looking at the heightened ‘localism’ in the ‘Uba River. Settlers calling the waterway “our
river”, when it was never their river to claim. Using archival research, Participatory Ac-
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tion Research, settler colonial framework, and decolonizing methodologies as a framework, I hope to influence the settler community of Nevada County to acknowledge the
Nisenan Tribe’s sovereignty that is deserved. The Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada City
Rancheria continue to remain “terminated” from the federal recognition, whose borders
flow through and past the 'Uba. The 'Uba is famous within Nevada County, where ‘'local's’ live and enjoy its waters. As a community member of Nevada County, I have seen
the extreme 'local'ism that takes place around the 'Uba. Nonprofit organizations rally
around the 'Uba to protect the waters without knowing whose waters these are, the Nisenan. I will attempt to uplift Nisenan voices by showcasing Indigenous relationships to
water, art, and Traditional knowledge bases. Archival research allows me to give a historical background of the settler colonial beginnings of the gold rush in Nevada County.
Some of the questions that I am focusing my thesis on is: How can Nevada County better
acknowledge the Nisenan Tribe as stewards of the ‘Uba? How can we use TEK to create
better coalitions between the community of Nevada County, the 'Uba, and the Nisenan
Tribe? How can we use art as a tool for decolonization? I will use the art, poetry, and storytelling of the Nisenan Peoples to allow their voices to rewrite their own historical narrative of the 'Uba. A chance to show the community that these waters hold a connection to
their cultural identity as a Nisenan person.
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LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

I acknowledge that the 'Uba River and Nevada County are those of the Nisenan
Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria. The Nisenan Tribe are the Peoples of the Yuba
River that translates to 'Uba, the original naming of the river. Their rancheria lies in Nevada City, which translates to Ustomah in Nisenan language. The Nisenan Peoples continue to remain stewards of these lands and waters through stories, cultural practices, art,
and community relationships. Their culture is an integral part of this place despite the
genocide enacted by settler colonialism. This compels me to support the Nisenan Tribe
and the California Heritage Indigenous Research Group by dedicating my writing towards 'local' acknowledgement of the Nisenan Tribe in the 'Uba River. I encourage whoever is reading this to donate to the Nisenan Tribe through their Ancestral Homelands
Reciprocity Program. https://chirpca.org/ancestral-homelands

I begin my thesis with a land acknowledgement but in understanding that doing a
land acknowledgement is only the first step towards supporting the Nisenan Peoples. A
land acknowledgment is used to understand Indigenous past, present, and future within
the land that settlers now occupy. Using a land acknowledgement should mean that there
is a strategic plan for how settlers are going to support and uplift Indigenous Peoples with
the goal of land back. A land acknowledgement is a public acknowledgment behind the
planning of how to donate, educate, and reflect on settler relationships with the land and
Indigenous Peoples. Using a land acknowledgment is acknowledging that the only way
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Indigenous Peoples can be sovereign and begin to heal from genocide and settler colonialism, is land back.
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1
INTRODUCTION: MORE THAN JUST A RIVER

I remember when I was little it used to be fairly common for my dad and my
grandpa to go fishing. My mom would drop off my dad and some other tribal
members and they would sneak into parts of the river to fish, get their bags of
salmon. Then she would pick them up at a different location. Even back then it
was sneaking around because we weren't allowed to hunt, gather, or fish. So, we
would sneak in where the resources are and sneak out. Now they tell us there are
permissions for these things, but it should be the other way around. They should
be asking us for permission or letting people know when it's okay to go fishing,
hunting, or gathering. The salmon, oak, and grizzly are at the center of our culture. If you are hungry and there are only two salmon, you don't take. You do not
take it, period. It is just the way. The salmon are born here, then they go off to the
ocean and figure out who they are supposed to be, have their big adventure, then
come back home to the river to die here so their spirit can call others back to the
river. And that story is heartbreaking for me because everything inside of you is
pulling and calling you home and you physically can't because something is in the
way. The wolves, the panthers, the grizzlies all ate the salmon and now they are
gone. It's sad, it's a loss of beauty. But it's not too late, we could take the dams
down. How have we not figured out how to take the dams down and still have water? Covert, 2022.
This is my home. I grew up not too far away from here. A place where the rivers
and lakes are the only serenity, we, settlers of this place, live in the hundred-degree summers. Bodies of waters that cleanse our souls and bring us new perspectives of life.
Larger-than-life granite rocks surround the river, above and below the surface. These
rocks are the only place to lie out.
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My skin feels warm laying on these rocks, and it gives me peace for them to be my bed
for the day. Bigleaf maples bring us some shade when the rocks are too hot to sit. We
only see the maples. Everything else lies outside of the river, over the mountainscapes.
Their leaves fall onto the water, and I watch them float down. My body and the bodies of
my friends float in the river like the leaves. Our settler bodies have the leisure to inhabit
this place we now call home. This river is different because the current is not fast. It is
easy and comforting. The large granite rocks and the slow water make for perfect swimming holes. Each part of the river can be your own private sanctuary for the day. The water is emerald blue, inviting us.
The South Yuba River brings us, settlers, together in ways we could never truly
understand. There is a community within the South Yuba River. We1 all gather at the
river to find companionship with our human and non-human friends. We hear stories of
the people who have passed through the river and decided to stay forever. It is a place
that pulls you in without intention or planning, but we are here now. We protect our river
from people who might not understand the significance of the community it brings for us,
but the river is not ours. Tourism has overpopulated the Yuba River, and an increase of
trash has accumulated here. We preach 'local'ity for the river, keeping outsiders, out. Outsiders, meaning people who do not live here as we, settlers, claim these lands and rivers
as our own. But we are not the people of these landscapes, the Nisenan are. In some
ways, we want to protect the river from the pollution of trash, but we are also selfish in
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When I use the words ‘we ’or ‘us ’I am referring to the non-Indigneous settlers of Nevada
County.
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our nature, not wanting to share this place we love so much. What we do not understand,
is whose river this is. This river is not a place, but it is a person, a relative to the Nisenan
Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria. We, the white settlers of this area, whose ancestors
colonized this land, cannot claim this river as our own. The Nisenan Tribe calls the South
Yuba River, 'Uba in their native language, and is the only word that remains on the landscape. I will refer to the South Yuba River as 'Uba in this thesis as an effort to revitalize
Nisenan heritage and language.
The Nisenan Tribe gather in and around the 'Uba each summer to fish the salmon
runs. As families and members of the Tribe walk down to the 'Uba, they are reconnected
to the water that brings them life. Salmon were abundant in the 'Uba, where sacred ceremonies were held for the Nissan Peoples. A place to remember, cherish and revitalize Nisenan culture. During the 2gold rush of 1849 the Nisenan Tribe was displaced and disposed of. They were taken out of their lands and the 'Uba for white settlers to colonize
the land for gold mining. The destruction of hydraulic mining poisoned the water and
salmon with mercury, poisoning the Nisenan Peoples as well. The salmon runs are not as
abundant as they were before colonization of the 'Uba, so Nisenan Peoples stopped visiting the 'Uba as often. There is a loss of identity and culture that resonates in the lives of
the Nisenan Peoples, when there are no salmon to fish or ceremonies to be had. As white
settlers continue to recreate and build community on the 'Uba, the Nisenan Tribe is lost
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I specifically do not capitalize the gold rush because I do not want to bring importance to this colonial construct. I will capitalize any Indigenous words to revitalize Indidenous acknowledgement.
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between the rocks of the river, between the pages of history and colonization that displaced their Peoples.
The 'Uba has a history of colonization that runs deep through the 'Uba watershed.
The story of colonization begins with the start of the gold rush era, where white settlers
came from across the country in search of gold. The 'Uba lies in the foothills of the Sierra
Nevada in Northern California. In the 1850s, the gold rush was the third form of settler
colonialism that initiated the then long future of displacement for the Indigenous Peoples
in the foothills of Northern California. The Nisenan tribe stewards the Bear River translating to Nem Seyo, Kumim Seyo, Tu’im Seyo, American River translating to Kum
Mayo, meaning 'roundhouse river, and 'Uba River waters throughout nine different counties in Northern California. In the landscapes of the Sierra Nevada Foothills, we live in all
four seasons, and each season is essential for the livelihood of the Nisenan tribe. In the
valley of the foothills, the Nisenan Peoples live above the valley fog and below the
snowy mountains. The flowers bloom in the spring giving signs of a warm summer.
Salmon runs through the rivers as though they are running back home. Black Oak trees
begin to give in, in the fall, and the acorn harvesting is underway to prepare for winter.
The surroundings of the trees, rivers, and meadows are the shelter for the Nisenan Peoples. Each Earth element is not taken for granted but seen as a family member to be taken
care of. For my thesis, I will be focusing on the 'Uba to show how settler colonialism and
white environmentalism continues to harm Nisenan Peoples. I want to emphasize to the
community of Nevada County that the Nisenan Tribe deserves 'local' acknowledgement
in relation to these lands and waters. This acknowledgement is only the first step towards
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decolonization as a larger goal of federal recognition and land back of the Nisenan Tribe.
These lands and rivers are theirs.
The 'Uba is 40 miles in length, and the 'Uba watershed basin stretches 1,339square-miles, which is considered one of the last remaining strongholds for Chinook
salmon and steelhead runs (American Rivers, 2019). The Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada
City Rancheria are the stewards of the 'Uba. They rely on the river to continue their cultural practices, nutrition, and place-based stories. The Nevada City Rancheria was created
in 1813 by executive order of President Woodrow Wilson. The rancheria land consisted
of what is now called Nevada City. It was not until the gold rush that the Nisenan Tribe
were displaced from the river. Before the gold rush era in the 1850s, over 7,000 Nisenan
Native Americans were living in Nevada City, California. Now, only 147 Nisenan Peoples live in their homeland, according to the tribal archives (Johnson, 2019, 26). Genocide and displacement of the Nisenan Peoples for the profit of gold mining along the 'Uba
are an attempt to erasure culture. The genocide of bodies was initiated during the gold
rush, and then the erasure of the rancheria and federal recognition followed in 1947.
From the termination of the rancheria, Nisenan Peoples were again displaced by manifest
destiny and the white settler privilege of land ownership at the expense of mining for
gold.
These rivers and lands of the Nisenan Tribe were already named and looked after
by the Tribe before settlers came. The 'Uba’ was not the Yuba River, where the salmon
would run in large populations. ‘Ustomah was not Nevada City, the home of Nisenan
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Peoples. Waukaudok was not the Nevada City Rancheria established in 1913 then terminated in 1958, leaving the Nisenan Tribe federally unrecognized. Daspah was not Grass
Valley, the trading center for the Nisenan Tribe. Tayi was not Chicago Park, where the
Tribe would hold social and sacred ceremonies. Yulica was not Newtown and Jones Bar,
where massive wedding ceremonies were held lasting days and involving huge feasts.
Kai ’em Pakan was not Rough and Ready, where more Nisenan Peoples resided by kinship. Pan Pakan was not Lake Wildwood, a large population center for the Nisenan. Nak
Nak was not Camptomvile, where the soil was rich and diverse with native plants that attract wildlife such as elk. ‘Estom Yanim was not the Sutter Buttes, being the source of all
life and where your spirit would go after death and consume their first spirit food (Nevada City Rancheria, CHIRP, Nevada County Library, 2021). These place names of Nisenan cultural sites are essential to remember and revitalize because the Nisenan Peoples
are still here today. During the gold rush, these sacred places began to be renamed with
English names, stealing the cultural ties to the Nisenan’s land. When the Nisenan witness
the renaming of their land and waters, this is a form of oppression, dispossession, genocide. The 'Uba now belongs to the counties and the State of California in which it flows
through. Mining for gold was only the introduction of resource extraction and capitalism
within the 'Uba. As the blood of the Nisenan Peoples flows down the river, so does the
mineral debris from large-scale hydraulic mining.
The 'Uba has felt displacement and genocide from the adverse effects of hydraulic
mining in the gold rush era. Land relates to all aspects of Indigenous Peoples, it's a way
to see culture, family, spirituality, law, language, and identity. I want to refocus on the
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importance of water and Indigenous Peoples. Water is the giver of life for the Indigenous
Peoples of California. Water is not seen as a means of resources or resource extraction
but as how communities are brought together. Cutcha Risling Baldy discusses Indigenous
Peoples relation to water, “We are, without a doubt, intimately tied to our river, our
creek, our springs, our water. Because water is life. And so many other Indigenous Peoples have known since the beginning of time, we are the water, and the water is us" (Risling Baldy, 2017, 14). This relative of water runs deeper than the surface for Indigenous
Peoples. It runs through the veins of ancestry lines. It runs between the complex historical
realities of colonialism and genocide, then continuing to flow into current settler colonialism. This river is not the water of the settlers but the water that runs through the Nisenan
Peoples. Displacement has its narrative for contextualizing Indigenous relationships to
water and land. Indigenous Peoples water and land are stolen from them in ways where
trauma has a familiar face within those relationships. The 'Uba is a place for trauma healing and cultural revitalization for the Nisenan Peoples. The river is its own form of life
that connects with the bodies of the Nisenan Peoples. The extraction of resources from
the 'Uba is continued settler colonialism. The white settlers of Nevada County may see
the river as a place of recreation, but for the Nisenan tribe, the river is a source of life.
The gold rush era was the start of settler colonialism in the 'Uba, but settlers continue to occupy the space without acknowledging the Nisenan tribe. As white settlers take
up space on the rocks of the 'Uba and claim that this is their river, we continue to erase
the Nisenan people's identity and culture. Expats, travelers, and 'local' residents flock to
the 'Uba each summer to live in the water and sun oasis. Art, music, and community are
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built along the river. We, settlers of this river, speak about community, love, and peace as
the white "hippies" that care about this river as though we were birthed from the water.
But we do not speak about the Nisenan people and how our ancestors stole this land from
them. We do not see any Nisenan Peoples in the 'Uba. When going to the 'local'
bookstores there are two sections of the history of gold mining but only one book on the
Nisenan Tribe. We claim to be all-encompassing empathetic people who do not harm the
river, but in that, we harm the Peoples whose river this truly belongs to. Community
acknowledgement of the Nisenan tribe would be one step towards creating better coalitions between the community and the Nisenan Tribe. Understanding the 'local'ism around
the 'Uba and how that harms the Nisenan Tribe would amplify Nisenan voices within the
community. If we continue to ignore the history of colonization and genocide of the 'Uba
and the Nisenan tribe, we continue to enforce the same settler colonialism that our ancestors created.
California Native Tribes recognized by the federal state still struggle for the land
back and are still healing from settler colonialism. The erasure of native Peoples was
needed in order for settlers to own and inhabit this land. Colonization and settler colonialism work to destroy and erase Indigenous people's culture through the occupation of Indigenous lands (Wolfe, 2006, 388). Settlers come to stay, to destroy and replace any link
Native Americans have to the land and replace it with Western culture. The gold rush settlers displaced Nisenan Peoples and Native identity to dam up the 'Uba for hydraulic min-
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ing. If this was an event of colonialism, why do we still see the effects of hydraulic mining today in the 'Uba? Why is the 'Uba restoration constituted as an environmental issue
and not a colonial issue?
settler colonialism is an ongoing system of power that perpetuates the genocide
and repression of indigenous Peoples and cultures. Essentially hegemonic in
scope, settler colonialism normalizes the continuous settler occupation, exploiting
lands and resources to which indigenous Peoples have genealogical relationships.
(Wolfe, 2006, 388)

settler colonialism is not a single event but a construct that is formed from capitalism,
racism, and hegemonic relationships. Hydraulic mining was implemented by settlers for
the use of gold mining for money that blocked waterways for salmon runs and poisoned
the water with mercury. Because of this, Nisenan Peoples no longer visit the 'Uba often
and lose a sense of identity and culture.
Today, the lack of community acknowledgement of the Nisenan Tribe and lack of
coalitions involving the Nisenan Tribe enforces settler colonialism that started from the
gold rush. For settlers, Indigenous Peoples are an obstacle in the way of land, power, and
resources. Tuck and Yang, in their essay Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor, demonstrate
the importance of land back for Indigenous Peoples. Giving tribes federal recognition is
not giving them land back, and land back is the only way to start the healing process.
From Tuck and Yang (2012); “We want to be sure to clarify that decolonization is not a
metaphor. When metaphor invades decolonization, it kills the very possibility of decolonization; it recenters whiteness, it resettles theory, it extends innocence to the settler, it
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entertains a settler future” (pg. 4). Land is the only way for Indigenous Peoples to be connected to their identity and culture. To decolonize is the process of taking back the land
stolen from Indigenous Peoples. There are ways to start the process such as land
acknowledgement and forming coalitions with Indigenous Peoples but the ultimate form
of decolonization is land back. Land back allows Indigenous Peoples to heal from the historical trauma of colonization. The relationship between the BYLT and the Nisenan Tribe
has begun, but the work towards acknowledging the Nisenan Tribe in our community
needs to be stronger.
Within the community of Nevada County, there are nonprofits and land trust organizations that work specifically towards the rehabilitation and protection of the 'Uba.
The Bear Yuba Land Trust (BYLT), a nonprofit, community-supported organization that
promotes voluntary conservation of the region's natural, historical and agricultural legacy
(BYLT, 2021). BYLT provides a lasting community heritage by protecting and enhancing meadows, watersheds, forests, farms and ranches, trails, and parks. The BYLT was
created in the 1990s, using the community as a resource of empowerment and structure.
Coalitions between nonprofits within the community to protect the 'Uba have been
widely known and praised. Another environmental nonprofit The Sierra Fund worked
with the Nisenan tribe on the Deer Creek land encompassing 32 acres that have been
given back to the Nisenan Tribe. This is the first land that the Nisenan are able to call
their own since the termination of their Rancheria. Along the 32 acres a Deer Creek Tribute Trail has also been created so that the community can learn more about Nisenan heritage, including Indigenous plant and species naming (CHIRP, 2021). As the BYLT and
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The Sierra Fund have initiated these projects, how can we continue to use environmental
justice and conservation to center the Nisenan in these conversations?
Within environmental organizations and the environmental movement, the term
environmental justice has been birthed to seek to ratify the injustices of these movements.
Indigenous scholar Kyle Whyte writes that environmental justice, “commonly refers to
the problem that people of color, indigenous Peoples, women and people with disabilities, among others, are more likely than privileged white populations to live in toxic environments that are bad for human health and community cohesion” (Whyte, Caldwell,
Schaefer, 2018, 151). Environmental justice focuses on the unequal distribution of environmental destruction within communities that already face multiple structures of oppression such as racism, ableism, and heteropatriarchy. These structures of oppression can be
described as settler colonialism. Ecologists, geologists, botanists, conservationists, and
many others in the western sciences have come together to find solutions to combat climate change and educate the public, but Indigenous scholars like Kyle Whyte would argue that one cannot have environmental sustainability without social and economic sustainability (2018, 165). Environmental conservation work is historically a white field.
People of color have been excluded from environmental work, this perpetuates the system of inequality and racism within conservation. When we exclude a whole group of
people, we are losing their unique perspective, as people of color face the harshest consequences of climate change. We see this in the 'Uba River when nonprofits work towards
conserving the river without seeking social sustainability for the Nisenan Peoples.
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Nonprofits continue to exploit the communities to conserve land for the protection of flora and fauna. Nonprofits use the ethic of conservation and control from Political Ecology to secure resources and landscapes that have been wrested from 'local' producer groups (class, gender, ethnicity) through efforts to preserve a sustainable community or nature (Neuman, 2005, 12). The ethics of conservation and control is not always
aligned with the wants/needs of 'local' communities. The idea of conservation and control
is a top-down approach to natural resources through conservation biology. Conservation
biology is the rationale that governments and nonprofits use to control national parks and
protected areas to better biodiversity. Land trusts and environmental organizations such
as the BYLT and The Sierra Fund, are political actors that influence decision making like
the government, private landowners, donors, and community members. What is not taken
into consideration for decision-making is the Nisenan Peoples of the 'Uba. Land back is
decolonization and is ethical decision-making between the nonprofits and the Nisenan
Peoples. With the BYLT owning over 15,000 acres of land in the Bear Yuba watershed,
how is only 32 of these acres now being given back to the Nisenan Peoples?
As a community member of Nevada County who grew up going to the 'Uba, I
speak of I and us as the settlers of these lands and waters. I have seen first-hand the 'local'ism that has been established around the 'Uba. 'Local' artists make stickers and t-shirts
that preach "stay out of our river", without understanding the cultural and spiritual connection that the Nisenan tribe has with the 'Uba. The task of decolonization as land back
and Nisenan acknowledgement does not come naturally but is a process that takes time
and willingness. I am not a member of the Nisenan tribe, nor do I wish to speak for the
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Nisenan tribe. As a community member, I have a connection to the land here, but different from the Nisenan Peoples connection to the land. Growing up I often visited the
American River that the Nisenan call Kum Mayo, meaning roundhouse river and the
'Uba. It started with my parents, my mom always being cautious of the river's power and
the stories she would tell me and my brother about how people are washed away with the
river each year. The rivers and the waters scared me in a way because of that power it
holds, to take a person's life. In some ways, I think that was my first connection to nature.
I never felt that I was more powerful or smarter than the river but that each time I went I
had more to learn. I never learned about the Indigenous Peoples of these rivers other than
some street and park names named Maidu. The Maidu Tribe is the tribe to the North, they
are not the Indigenous Tribe of these lands and waters I grew up on. Even that small
knowledge I did know was false. I came to write this thesis because I am a settler. My
mother is from Cuba and immigrated to these lands when she was five years old. I want
to better understand the culture of the Nisenan Tribe, how to support them, and the spiritual connection they have with a river that I also call home. As I write I learn, I do not
claim to know everything.
Through acknowledging my positionally as a white-passing settler I hope to use
my writing and research in a way that gives the Nisenan Tribe acknowledgement within
the settler community, "Indigenous Peoples of the world have the right to self-determination and in exercising that right must be recognized as exclusive owners of their cultural
and intellectual property" (Smith, 1999, 6). I envision the audience of my thesis to be the
white settlers of Nevada County that call this place their home. A chance to step back and
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understand our own relationship with the land and water then understanding the Nisenan
connection. How we, as a community, can uplift Nisenan voices and support their work
towards cultural revitalization. The risks of envisioning a settler audience is that in some
ways that continues to displace the Nisenan Peoples. By targeting settlers to read this thesis, I am not doing the work for the Nisenan Tribe that would help them directly with
land back or federal recognition. I do see this as an opportunity for the community to
learn, grow, and advocate for the Nisenan Tribe towards land back and federal recognition. I speak from my own positionally, and my personal responsibility to the Tribe. I
cannot do it alone, for this work to be meaningful it takes a coalition of activists and community members, that is what I hope will happen from this research. I see the work of Nisenan acknowledgment as a necessity as a white-passing settler that occupies Nisenan territory. I will use my interdisciplinary western science background to amplify the credibility and voices of the Nisenan Peoples. In order to do this I will use Participatory Action
Research (PAR) is my main method of research while using Decolonizing Methodologies
and settler colonialism as a framework.
Using decolonization as a framework to stray away from the use of western science research methods to try and combat the institution that continues to oppress Indigenous and BIPOC Peoples. Linda T. Smith (1999) in her book Decolonizing Methodologies, shows alternative research methods that revitalize Indigenous voices rather than
continuing to oppress them by using western research. I will focus on the use of art, poetry and storytelling as tools to amplify Nisenan voices. This paper will not read as an ac-
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ademic research paper but a paper that tells a story in-between the lines of the pages. Using these genres of art, poetry, and storytelling are a way of re-telling history through the
eyes of Indigenous Peoples in Native American history. History has been told through
the lens of the colonizers, where Indigenous Peoples continue to be (mis)represented in
their cultural history. The stories of the settlers, silence the stories of Indigenous Peoples.
Revitalization through storytelling and poems is a way that Indigenous Peoples can speak
for themselves and retell the stories of their ancestors. Linda T. Smith advocates for the
use of storytelling, “Each story is powerful. But the point about the stories is not that they
simply tell a story, or tell a story simply. These new stories contribute to a collective
story in which every Indigenous person has a place” (Smith, 1999, 26). These stories
transpire through time. They speak of the past, present, and future, connecting people to
the land and the land to the people. In my thesis, I will attempt to use art, poetry, and storytelling to diversify the truth about Indigenous history and culture.
To amplify Nisenan’s art, poetry, and storytelling I will use examples from the
nonprofit organization called the California Heritage Indigenous Research Project
(CHIRP). CHIRP was created from the Nisenan Tribe and founded by Nisenan spokesperson Shelly Covert to revitalize Nisenan culture. The creation of CHIRP has allowed
the Nisenan Tribe to combat the need of being federally recognized in order to receive
funding, community building, and land back. I want to highlight the Visibility Through
Art project that CHIRP has been spearheading for the last 5 years. The Visibility Through
Art project showcases Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists to create artwork around the
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revitalization of Nisenan culture/identity and recognizing the genocidal past of the Nisenan Peoples. Shelly Covert states the Visibility Through Art projects mission is, “to
preserve, protect and perpetuate Nisenan Culture. Visibility of the Nevada City Rancheria
Nisenan is paramount to getting our Federal Recognition back. What better way to accomplish this than through the Arts” (CHIRP, 2021). CHIRP and the Visibility Through
Art project will be the base of this thesis. I want to continue to use the medium of art and
draw attention to the artworks from the project as a way to gain local acknowledgement
for the Nisenan Tribe. The storytellers and artists are the ones creating the narrative of
Nisenan's relationship to land and water. Through these mediums I believe that better
community building and coalitions will form from a basis of mutual understanding of colonialism, genocide, and the future of land back.
In order to understand colonialism, we must look at the colonial beginnings of the
gold rush. The history of Nevada County and the gold rush has been told through the
miners and settlers who stole this land from the Nisenan Tribe. I hope that this thesis will
amplify Nisenan voices of their history. What are the implications of telling the story of
the Nisenan Peoples through the eyes of the white settler? Not only are the lives of Indigenous Peoples being told in ways that are distant from the ideas and emotions of an Indigenous person, but also being excluded from history. In the colonizer's history, "the negation of Indigenous views of history was a critical part of asserting colonial ideology,
partly because such views were regarded as 'primitive' and 'incorrect' and mostly because
they challenged and resisted the mission of colonization" (Smith, 1999, 4). History is told
by a white settler prospective that painted a picture of the Indian ‘savage’, we must use
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this history as accountability for settlers to right the wrongs of the past. We must uplift
Nisenan voices in our community and look toward acknowledgment. By using stories and
poems of the Nisenan Tribe, we can acknowledge the credibility, sovereignty, and the
right to self-determination for Indigenous Peoples.
I chose Participatory Action Research (PAR) as a research method to better engage with the community of Nevada County. PAR holds the researcher accountable for
producing something of substance and is beneficial for the Nisenan Tribe. I have interviewed community members, professionals of some environmental nonprofit organizations, and a member of the Nisenan Tribe. I want to use a holistic approach of research
and community building to understand what the community needs to participate in land
back and Nisenan acknowledgment initiatives. PAR is a bottom-up approach rather than
a top-down approach. I want to focus on the wording of subject and object, we must consider both the researcher and the researched as real thinking feelings persons, whose diverse views on the shared life experience should be considered (Borda, 1999, 48). This
research that I am conducting starts with the Nisenan Peoples and will never end. The
only end for decolonization and acknowledgement of the Nisenan Peoples is land back.
Using PAR, I hope to create an authentic piece of writing that taps into the emotions and
empathy of the community of Nevada County.
Settler colonialism is the analytic framework that is being used throughout this
thesis. Fundamentally, settler colonialism works to exploit Indigenous Peoples as well as
their lands and resources. The logics of settler colonialism and the ownership of prop-
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erty/land/ water reinforces the power structures of capitalism and genocide against Indigenous Peoples (Dominguez, Luoma. 2020. 65). Patrick Wolfe argues that the elimination
of the Native was necessary to occupy and exploit Indigenous lands at the expense of
greed. The separation of Indigenous Peoples from their land further harms Indigenous
Peoples because of their spiritual connection and as stewards of their land. This separation persists in modern conservation practices and has disastrous effects on Indigenous
Peoples and the environment. In the United States, settlers have created National and
State Parks to conserve and protect the natural biodiversity of the land and water. Western conservation derived from settler colonialism excludes and displaces Indigenous Peoples from their land. This is based off the assumption that Indigenous Peoples do not hold
knowledge on land management practices and humans only work to destroy the environment. Settler colonialism works to keep Indigenous Peoples in a state of oppression and
the conservation movement enforces that value. Keeping Indigenous Peoples off their
land and waters that they have stewarded for thousands of years to protect biodiversity is
detrimental to Indigenous livelihoods.
In this thesis, I will use the 'Uba River as an example of continued settler colonialism that has displaced the Nisenan Tribe and how we, setters can acknowledge that
these lands and waters are those stewarded by the Nisenan Peoples. Archival research
will show the history of the gold rush and colonialism, to re-write history through the
eyes of the Nisenan Peoples. Through the lens of art, storytelling, and poetry I can amplify Indigenous voices that have been oppressed to colonialism. I will begin this thesis
with an overview of the Nisenan connection to water, Traditional Ecological Knowledge,
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and art drawing from the voice of Nisenan Spokesperson Shelly Covert. A brief history
of California Native genocide by settler colonialism is necessary for the readers that may
not be familiar. I do not claim to know everything about California Native history or convince readers that genocide happened. Genocide did happen and it is a part of California
history. After a brief history, I will highlight settler colonialism in modern land management practices and the use of the term ‘wilderness’ and ‘conservation’. I will argue that
modern conservation practices in the South 'Uba River continue to reinforce settler colonialism and displace the Nisenan Tribe. ‘Locals’ of the 'Uba want to conserve the river
without respect or acknowledgement of the Nisenan Tribe which perpetuates settler colonialism. The Nisenan people continue to struggle for 'local' acknowledgement or their relationship to these lands and waters. It is time to bring them acknowledgement for their
Peoples to start healing. Nisenan people's spirituality and culture belong in the waters of
the 'Uba. This deserves to be recognized. Settler colonialism continues to be the most significant source of trauma for the Nisenan Peoples. We, settlers, erase their history, their
stories, and their current relationship to the land/water. I hope to use this thesis as a proclamation to the community to acknowledge the Nisenan Peoples as the Indigenous stewards of the 'Uba. My positionally within this thesis will be one from the community. I
acknowledge the settler within myself. I will attempt to use my writing to uplift Nisenan
voices knowing that this process is lifelong, and I will never have the answers for decolonization other than land back.
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CHAPTER 1: NISENAN CONNECTION TO WATER, TEK, AND ART

I Heard Their Stories
It began with vague thoughts and whispers entering my dreams at night,
telling me to go back, to our ancestral site.
I went into the mountains to see if I could find my once forgotten heritage, I'd gladly left
behind.
They say it's in our memories of the one's so long ago handed down from generations, to
those who choose to know.
With much fasting and prayer as I sat there not knowing what to expect, when all of a
sudden, the ground began to shake.
They came around midnight, a ghostly eerie sight to see singing songs and chanting,
dancing around the campfire and me.
Their eyes were like fire, faces chiseled from stone then I heard their stories told in a
ghastly moan.
The things they endured for so many years.
I heard their stories sounds of screaming in my ears.
These faces so strong were now streaming with tears.
My mind was racing, heart beating fast looking into the faces I knew were from my past.
I came away from that mountain with a heart full of pride even though I'd tried to hide.
My family and ancestors, had never denied me.
- A poem by Nisenan Tribal Member Lorena Rose Davis, I Heard Their Stories. 2019.
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Water
The 'Uba River is the only landscape that still contains part of the Nisenan language although these lands and river have not forgotten their traditional names. Even so,
it still has been transformed from 'Uba to the “Yuba River”. This transformation is the
outcome of extreme extractions due to settler colonialism and capitalism. The water in
the 'Uba has been forever altered to have mineral debris that poisons the salmon with
mercury in the water making it almost impossible to consume. Enacting genocide on the
salmon run not only changes our human relationship with salmon but changes the ecological habitat of the river as well. The flora and fauna of the river will never be the same as
it was before the gold rush and the construction of these dams that block water. The
South Yuba River Citizens league, a non-profit organization committed to the restoration
and conservation of the 'Uba stated in a recent Instagram post that “Fewer than 3,000
Chinook salmon return to the lower Yuba River annually, which is a 99.5% decrease
from the historic population size.” (United for the Yuba, 2022). The statistics are created
by this nonprofit to inform the community about the environmental devastation that the
gold rush has left to the 'Uba but can also be mirrored to the population decrease of the
Nisenan Tribe by 93%. The beautiful landscape that we, as settlers, can appreciate but
will never really know in this generation how truly diverse and natural it was before our
ancestors stole this land for resource extraction. What we truly do not understand is the
Indigenous connection to water, specifically the Nisenan connection to the 'Uba. This understanding is important because the 'Uba is not our river, it is the Nisenan’s. As we try to
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save the river, the way we interact with the river must be how the Nisenan would interact
with the river to acknowledge and respect them.

Figure 1. “Photo of the 'Uba at 49 crossing” 2021 by me.
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It is not just a connection for the Nisenan Peoples, but it is water that runs through
their heritage. Continuing a line of connection between past relationships, histories, stories, and families of the Nisenan Peoples. For Indigenous Peoples, water is a constant in
their life that is respected as kin, the waters that run through Indigenous lands are the arteries that feed us—humans and more-than-humans (Todd, 2017, Yazzie, M. K., & Risling Baldy, C. 2018). It does not take a graduate master’s program to understand the interconnectedness of water, land, and humans. The earth moves us as we move it. For Indigenous Peoples, it is their knowledge base. It is their way of knowing. When the leaves
start to change on the oak trees, they know that the salmon are coming. It is these precious moments of learning that keep Indigenous communities together. Water is not just a
symbol of life, but it is life. Indigenous authors continue to show their knowledge on water and the symbols of water for Indigenous Peoples. Robin Wall Kimmerer a renowned
Indigenous author wrote her book Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific
Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants in solitude of bringing people together through
Indigenous Knowledge in hopes for a better future. Braiding Sweetgrass is a poetic literary accomplishment for Indigenous Peoples and their connection to land, water, plants,
and animals. Kimmerer writes about the Indigenous femininity of water,
Among our Potawatomi people, women are the Keepers of Water. We carry the
sacred water to ceremonies and act on its behalf. “Women have a natural bond
with water, because we are both life bearers,” my sister said. “We carry our babies in internal ponds and they come forth into the world on a wave of water. It is
our responsibility to safeguard the water for all our relations. (2016, 148)
Kimmerer speaks about her own nation of the Potawatomi people but the deeply embedded relationship between water and Indigenous women is translated across all Indigenous
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Peoples. For the Nisenan Peoples it is the same. Water is sacred and alive, forming spiritual relationships with the Nisenan Peoples.
Nisenan Tribal Spokesperson, Shelly Covert has become a table dinner topic in
Nevada County. Shelly comes from a long line of Nisenan Peoples and graciously shares
her stories to educate the community on Nisenan heritage. In my conversations with her
throughout this past year, her stories that she shared with me are powerful and telling of
the Nisenan Peoples and their connection and (dis)connection with the 'Uba River. Her
stories are from her own personal experiences and from her grandparents, “our creation
stories are left to be interpreted by the person hearing them to learn and develop and to
use those stories throughout their life” (Covert, 2022). As Linda T. Smith argues, stories
are and will forever be part of a larger context within Indigenous pasts and presents. As I
share the stories of the 'Uba the Nisenan Tribe it is important to remember the cultural
context and larger story that they are part of. The Nisenan Tribe is referred to as the 'Uba
River People. Their connection to the river is spiritual, a place that they were able to go
for ceremonies, fishing, and thanking the river for everything it does for the Tribe.
Shelly Covert emphasizes that we, settlers, need to understand the river we see today is a tame, controlled, confined river, and to imagine what it was like in the old days.
Now we are trying to give it back some of its identity by (re)connecting the river to the
Nisenan while the Nisenan is trying to (re)connect with it. As the Nisenan want to claim
their identity as the stewards of these lands and waters, Shelly poses the question to,
“think about how the land feels after all this destruction... And I feel sad about that, that
was the river's personality and the dams, and the bridges took over the river and then
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took over its personality” (2022). A story Shelly shares with me was a story that was
posted in the 'local' newspaper back in the day,
The water is spiritual, it's alive. There was a medicine person that was there to
speak to the river and know the river. Knowing that water was a relationship.
This one story I know really highlights that. My third great grandfather Pamalo
was a leader here. He was a holy person, a medicine person and a headman of a
large area. He was a big deal because he could see the future and talk to the spirits. A child here was born with a crooked back and so the mother took the child to
Pamalo to heal the child's back. Once the gold rush happened most of the healers
couldn't heal a lot of the things, they were able to before. In the beginning, sometimes when healers couldn't heal something they were killed. When the mother
went to Pamalo, he couldn't heal the child. So Pamalo said to the mother “give
the child to the river”. This article was about this mother throwing her alive child
into the river and how horrible it was. But from the Native perspective it's not
horrible at all. Going to that river spirit of this place here is like returning to the
source. It was a beautiful thing, I'm sure it was very very sad, but it is what our
culture did when we could not fix something. It is really hard for me to interpret
this message because the act speaks for itself. People die on the river every year
because it's unpredictable even in its controlled state, I could only imagine what it
was like before.
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This story is a representation of the power the water and the 'Uba River holds in relation
to the Nisenan Peoples. Water from the 'Uba is a way that Nisenan can connect to their
ancestors and all human and non-human things.
If we look at the concept of radical relationality, we, settlers, can understand human and non-human relationship deeper. Radical relationality is the ontology of being-inrelationship that describes all life and futurity, keeping us open to the possibility of making new relatives as one of the essential functions of life (Yazzie, M. K., & Risling
Baldy, C. (2018, 2). The foundation of interconnectedness transforms our relationships
from a two-dimensional life to a life where we, settlers, can care for the river and water
as we would our grandparents. Like water that runs through landscapes, creeks, between
rocks, and our homes, into the ocean it is interdependent on the fragile ecosystems and
support provided by these spiritual connections. Us humans are interdependent on our
support systems in life that we lead, we cannot function in solidarity. Radical relationality
explores the interconnectedness of water and humans through kinship, survival, responsibility, and land/body connection. Indigenous feminist authors Yazzie and Baldy write,
If radical relationality is about living well, and if living well depends on acting in
a manner of interdependency and respect among all things with the spirit, then it
makes sense to extend this logic to the realm of solidarity where working and collaborating across difference is a key part of what it means to organize under the
banner of liberation and decolonization, globally. (2018, 2)
This story is not only a creation story of the Nisenan Peoples, but a story about (re)connecting the Nisenan Peoples to the 'Uba in an effort towards decolonization. Reed, Middleton, and Martinez argue that “Re-storying the Sierra Nevada is therefore an issue not

27
only revitalizing culture but also of restoring relationships and, therefore, entire landscapes” (2021, 237). Re-storying the 'Uba means re-attaching the Nisenan to the river.
The Nisenan are the people of the 'Uba, and they deserve that recognition as so.
Settler colonialism displaced the salmon in the 'Uba along with the Nisenan Tribe
that stewarded the salmon. The population of salmon has significantly decreased since
the construction of the dams on the 'Uba and the salmon that are there, contain large
amounts of mercury, making them unsafe to consume. Shelly spoke about the salmon and
how they were before the gold rush and then about the (dis)connection with the salmon
that the Nisenan now have. The story I started this thesis with, is a story of the loss of
salmon in the 'Uba. This story of salmon and loss of salmon for the Nisenan Peoples is
also a story about interdependence. The dams cut off salmon runs, thus cutting off the
spiritual connection the salmon have to the river. The Nisenan no longer visit the 'Uba often because there are no more salmon. The animals that the Nisenan depend on for learning and connecting, are now scarce in numbers. These relationships have changed because of settler colonialism and the lack of understanding of radical relationality. Baldy
and Yazzie write, “the water that we drink is the water the salmon breathes, is the water
the trees need, is the water the Bear bathes, is the water where the rocks settle” (2018, 6).
Settlers commodified the water of the 'Uba for the money of gold through mining and the
creation of these hydraulic dams. The gold rush (dis)connected the Nisenan from the 'Uba
and water. In doing so, they also stole the identity of the Nisenan Peoples.
Water is at the center of Indigenous identity. Cutcha Risling Baldy reminds us of
the intimate Native connection to water and identity, “Many of our ceremonies give us an
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intimate connection to the river, they remind us that we are responsible for our river, our
environment. These ceremonies teach us that our well-being is tied to our environment
and our community. They teach us that we are intertwined with our world, not separate,
not dominant” (2018, 9). Indigenous Peoples continue to fight against settler colonialism
and towards the reinvigoration of Indigenous sovereignty and culture. Water and the 'Uba
for the Nisenan peoples is more than just a river but a living relative. The water holds stories, and the protection of those stories is the protection of the river. Radical relationality
shows settlers that water is not a resource or a weapon for power in capital interests but a
living being that we must treat with respect and humility.

Traditional Ecological Knowledge

Native Peoples of the world are the original stewards of the land. They care for
the land in sustainable ways that benefit both people and nature. Traditional Ecological
Knowledge (TEK) is the Native knowledge bases that Indigenous peoples hold as stewards of the land. At its core, TEK is knowledge built on history, gained through many
generations of learning passed down by elders about practical as well as spiritual practices and their relationship with plants and animals (Anderson, 2012, 4). Before the landscapes were completely changed by European colonizers, the land was carefully and strategically tended by Indigenous Peoples who used complex ecological land management
practices under a holistic approach. Kat Anderson, in her book Tending the Wild, delves
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into the uses of TEK before the European invasion and the displacement of TEK after
colonization. Anderson argues that,
When the Europeans first visited California, therefore, they did not find in many
places a pristine, virtually uninhabited wilderness but rather a carefully tended
“garden” that that the result of thousands of years of selective harvesting, tilling,
burning, pruning, sowing, weeding, and transplanting. (2005, 126)
Evidence gathered by archeologists, ecologists, and tribal elders have found that Indigenous Peoples had rich sources of information about plants and wildlife and their techniques for helping them along in growing and adapting.
The techniques Indigenous Peoples of California used were integral for the survival of the Indigenous population but also the survival of ‘nature’. Fire was the most important aspect of their knowledge bases and used it for several ecological restoration
practices. The knowledge gathered with how plant species interacted with fire gave answers for reproductive biology, nutritional needs, and migration cycles that is the foundation of harvesting and sustaining plants and animals (Anderson, 2013, 127). For example,
“the burning of hazelnut for basketry occurred every two years; burning under the tan
oaks to keep the brush down took place every three years; burning for elk feed occurred
every fourth or fifth year; burning in the redwoods for brush control occurred every three
to five years” (Anderson, 2013, 126). It is also because of the use of burning that Indigenous Peoples of California were able to prevent the devastating wildfires that we see today. The frequency of burning allowed Indigenous Peoples of California to plan for harvesting but also increased the abundance of greens, fruits, seeds, and mushrooms. The
quality of material used also encouraged the use of making household items such as
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clothing, hunting and fishing traps, games, and weapons (Anderson, 2013, 136). Burning
and other techniques used in TEK such as pinching clover greens, or capturing quail lay
contribute to a sophisticated understanding of the inner workings of nature and act to sustain, not degrade, ecological systems.
Burning was one of the techniques used for sustainable land management, but
plant harvesting was a major part of Indigenous culture. Harvesting included harvesting
technologies, season of harvest, frequency of harvest, intensity of harvest, the long-term
patterning of harvest. Harvesting could have easily been overexploited by the Indigenous
Peoples of California but the techniques they use are sustainable for the environment,
“Whenever possible, native people used tools appropriate to the resource. The “means”
were purposefully designed not to destroy the “ends” – the source of production” (Anderson, 2013, 129). The use of certain plants was harvested for medicinal purposes as well as
nutritional purposes. The Yokut Tribe harvested Lip’-tow and made tea from the root and
drank it, bitter in taste. It was said to cure any kind of headache and pain in the stomach.
The root would grow 20 to 24 inches high each year before they harvested the plant. Harvesting was not only for resources of nutrition and medical use but a part of Indigenous
identity and culture.
For the Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria, TEK was based on the
knowledge gained from the native plant and animal species. Burning was also at the root
of all ways the Nisenan manufactured tools and used flora and fauna as resources. Chairman Richard Johnson notes a story recorded from a settler about cultural burning,
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The Indians insist that before the practice of burning was stopped by the whites, it
was often a mile or more between trees on the ridges, although the canyons and
damp spots held thickets of timber. The major portions of the ridge on which
Wokodot Village is situated (north of Nevada City) was an open grain field about
40 years ago (in the 1890s). … Today (1933) it is largely of ceanothus (California
wild Lilac) and Manzanita, that is said to have grown in the last ten years. (2021,
61)
From cultural burning practices the Nisenan were able to harvest sturdy twigs and bark
from willow to weave baskets. Basket weaving is part of Nisenan culture identity and a
skill that is
passed down through generations. These baskets are used for a variety of tasks such as
caring material, gathering food, cooking, hauling water, bathing and food storage (Johnson, 2021, 63).
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Figure 2. Photo of “Sitting… looking up at oaks” by Sierra Foothill Garden 2022.

Burning not only cleared out debris in the valleys but added fertilizer to improve
growth for the following years. The Nisenan benefited from the rich abundance of vegetation in the Sierra Nevada. Black oak acorns are one of the main resources that the Nisenan used for food but also medicinal purposes. If you have visited the foothills of the
Sierra Nevada, one of the first trees you would come across is a black oak tree as seen in
Figure 2. Johnson writes that acorns are the favorite of the Nisenan Peoples, the acorns
were perfect for trading and that the Nisenan neutered and groomed large orchards of oak
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trees (2021, 79). The Nisenan used various plants for medicinal purposes, acorn bread
and passionflower brewed into a tea is used to mend sleeping problems. Even more severe medical issues like kidney and bladder issues could be resolved with manzanita,
yerba santa (tarweed), and scotch broom. TEK in the Nisenan Tribe is sustainable living,
living with nature and for nature. Using ‘resources’ for the necessity of survival but giving back to natural relatives.
Kari Norgaard argues that western land managers have begun to realize the limitations in the land management systems they have imposed and to appreciate the legitimacy
of native knowledge systems such as traditional burns or prescribed fires in Karuk territory (2019). Traditional burning is used by Indigenous Peoples to look after biodiversity
and improve health while preventing catastrophic wildfires. During colonization traditional burnings were criminalized in order to protect timber colonizers. The U.S. Forest
Service used ‘Smokey the Bear, Only You Can Prevent a Wildfire’ as propaganda to encourage Americans that fire was bad in all aspects, when the use of traditional burning
was the single reason for how we could prevent wildfire (Norgaard, 2019, 86). The use of
western land management practices without the inclusion or acknowledgement of the Nisenan Tribe perpetuates the same settler-colonial logic of the timber colonizers. For us
settlers, to reverse that ecological damage that occurred during colonization and the gold
rush, we must incorporate the Nisenan Tribe.
Traditional Ecological Knowledge is the symbol of the survivance of Indigenous
Peoples. Prescribed burns and land management practices are knowledges that Indigenous Peoples mastered to encourage native plant species to grow in a way that benefits
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both humans and nature. Despite the attempt of complete genocide of Indigenous Peoples, this knowledge on stewarding the land has lasted millennia. The difference between
TEK and contemporary land management practices is that TEK comes from a holistic approach that would offer systemic solutions that last generations. TEK is an active management stand to maintain ecosystems integrity, rather than simply protection from degradation (Anderson, 2013, 335). Throughout this thesis I will argue that incorporating the
use of TEK in modern land management practices will not only acknowledge Indigenous
credibility in conservation but re-attach the Nisenan to the 'Uba River.

Art

To connect to community members of Nevada County, the Nisenan Tribe have
created a nonprofit organization called the California Heritage Indigenous Research Project (CHIRP). The organization was founded to bypass and ‘mimic’ the same support the
Tribe would have if it was federally recognized such as health, education, housing and
economic stability through donations. The conversations that are being had focus on the
cultural revitalization of the Nisenan Tribe. A lot of times these conversations are difficult to have with the community when talking about land back, genocide, and decolonization. CHIRP has experienced outstanding support within the community through their art
gallery located in downtown Nevada City. Shelly states that through the medium of art
the Tribe has been able to reach other people in the community that may not have been
interested in supporting the Tribe,
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There are always people that we talk to who have lived here their entire lives and
they think we are trying to take something from them, which is not the case. But
when you do it through art there is that accessibility to get over defenses where
we can talk about what happened and the genocide of our people. I want to say
let's talk, we aren't trying to take anything away from anyone. (Covert, 2022)
Shelly is loving, emotional, and strong. She holds her family, the Nisenan Peoples
close but counts on the community of Nevada County to support her and the Nisenan to
continue her work. Shelly has spent the latter part of the past 5 years showcasing and
leading the Visibility Through Arts Project at the gallery each year. The art is curated by
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people of the community coming together to create a
story of Nisenan history, violence, and current cultural revitalization. The 2021 exhibit is
named ‘Uba Seo Destruction of the Land, Destruction of the People, which explores the
relationship between Indigenous Peoples and settlers to the land. We are invited to consider: the impact humans have on the environment and the long-lasting devastation of the
gold rush on the Nisenan people” (CHIRP, 2021). 'Uba Seo comes from the Nisenan language. 'Uba is the original name for the Yuba and Seo meaning waterway. The name of
the gallery 'Uba Seo was used to reattach the Nisenan to the landscape. A lot of people
really know and love the 'Uba River and by interchanging the Yuba and the 'Uba, it
(re)attaches the Nisenan to the river, and maybe those who love the river will be open to
having those hard conversations. Where we can talk about our old stories and the power
and spirit of the river (Covert, 2022). The art that was created shows a visual story of Ni-
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senan connection and disconnection to the river. As visual art pieces represent decolonization in a way that is not a form of western research, I also believe personal experience
can be a form of decolonization. I want to give my personal experience in the gallery listening to Shelly give a walk-through of the gallery. It is important to me that I don’t create something that continues to perpetuate settler colonialism but breaks the ongoing systems of Indigenous oppression within the University.
On Indigenous Peoples Day, what used to be columbus day since 1937, I attended a gallery walk through in so-called Nevada City. Even google wants me to capitalize columbus day in this document but I refuse to acknowledge a day that that celebrates
genocide of Indigenous Peoples. On this day, Shelly Covert was giving tours of the Visibility Through Arts gallery 2021 exhibit 'Uba Sea, Destruction of the Land, Destruction
of the People. The attendees seemed to be active community members, one attendee even
wearing a land back shirt. I wonder who these people are and why they came, maybe a
question I could have asked some but did not want to interfere with the tour. I have always viewed Nevada County as a place full of predominantly liberal white people who
try to do their best but are only influenced or taught only by their white friends and family. The diversity here is limited, even more so the Indigenous population in Nevada
County. During the tour there were about twenty people that came to listen to Shelly
speak about each art piece in the gallery. Overall, the audience engaged in conversation
and was so supportive of the work that was being done around Nisenan cultural revitalization. It makes me wonder what conversations the attendees are having outside of the
tour with people in the community about the Nisenan Tribe.
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The tour started with Ember Amador, Shelly’s right hand woman introducing herself as a non-Native individual but is dedicated to this work. Ember gives a couple resources for people to support the Nisenan Tribe and CHIRP. When Shelly walks into the
gallery, I don’t think a single person was not smiling and looking towards her. I think she
could have stood there for an hour and not said a word while everyone would have just
enjoyed her company. She introduced herself but didn’t seem like she needed much of an
introduction. Shelly is one of the only members of the Nisenan Tribe that has willingly
brought her face to the public, advocating for federal recognition of the Nisenan Tribe.
Shelly has a sweet face and long black hair that she inherited from her ancestors. Her stories of her family are beautiful and delicate, she holds them close to her heart. She started
off by telling her vision of this project and that someday she hopes that CHIRP will own
their own gallery instead of renting. A place with no landlords or limitations on what she
wants to put in the gallery. For Shelly, art is tangible and speaks its own stories. Art is a
step away from the archives that tell different stories and a step towards the Nisenan
Tribe being able to rewrite history.
The artists that come to do work for the Nisenan Tribe are Native and non-Native
individuals. Shelly acknowledges that having non-Native artists do Native art is a controversial topic but is something that is needed to be done here to form collaborative relationships within the community. Collaboration is the key word; each artist works with
Shelly and other Tribal elders to help paint the stories of the Nisenan Peoples. It is not
cultural appropriation when there is collaboration and conversation according to Shelly.
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Shelly also believes that non-Native artists can “be harder hitting and brutal about colonization and genocide then Native artists because they are not afraid of criticism from the
community” (2022). This idea of not wanting to create confrontation within the community seems to be a theme in Shelly’s life as an advocate, organizer, and Native women of
the Nisenan Tribe. As Shelly walked through the gallery introducing the different art
pieces, she often stopped herself from saying something about colonization, genocide, or
land back. She acknowledged that she was stopping herself because these ideas are controversial and radical to the people of Nevada County. If her ideas are viewed as too radical, she might not get the support that is needed for CHIRP or the Nisenan Tribe.
The controversy that Shelly is speaking about is white guilt or a threat to the privilege that comes with being white and occupying Indigenous Land. Settlers do not want
to talk about colonization or genocide because it makes white settlers uncomfortable in
their identity as a white person whose ancestors colonized this land. Nevada County
holds pride and identity in being a gold rush town because there is “history” here. When
this “history” is threatened by Indigenous history and stories of California made from colonial beginnings to extract resources from Indigenous land and then to kill Indigenous
Peoples in genocide to extract these resources, community members resist this fact. It is
hard for settlers to face the idea that being brought up to feel pride from this land harms
the people who were here before them, Indigenous Peoples. While white colonizers feel a
threat to their identity, Indigenous Peoples have lost their identity altogether. In Tuck and
Yang’s 2012 article Decolonization is not a Metaphor they describe the settlers' move towards innocence. The settlers move towards innocence is the newfound guilt that white
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Americans now have when it comes to Indigenous sovereignty, in an attempt to rescue
futility (2012). When doing decolonizing work, it is not just the “decolonization of the
mind” that is needed to be successful, but the actual work of decolonization. Environmentalism or social justice activism does not constitute overall Indigenous sovereignty.
What constitutes Indigenous sovereignty is land back, coalitions with Indigenous Peoples, putting Indigenous Peoples first before anything else.
Shelly and the Nisenan Tribe are continuously afraid to speak the truths about
genocide and colonization because they cannot risk the support, they have gained from
the community thus far. For an Indigenous person to feel afraid to speak the truth about
their violent history is seen as continued oppression by settler colonialism. It is like trying
to advocate for yourself with only parts of your story, and it is the whole story that needs
to be told in order to create systemic change. I talk about emotions because it is a big part
of this story. Nisenan acknowledgement does not happen through the archives but from
people's real experiences. As Shelly walked through the gallery she spoke of her personal
life as a Nisenan woman. She shared parts of herself with those who attended that day not
because she necessarily wanted to but needed to share the truth. Shelly continued to apologize to the audience because she wanted to speak more truthfully about her people's history, and that meant calling out the settlers that came and displaced her Peoples. It was
not only the land that was stolen but the identity of the Nisenan Peoples.
As Shelly moved from art piece to art piece, there was a different emotion that
was present in her voice and body. The art piece “Look Around” by Teighlor Anderson,
are three watercolor pieces of Native plants and Nisenan language underneath them. Only
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two of them had the Nisenan name. A member in the audience asked Shelly “why does
the poppy not have a Native name under it?”. Shelly paused and looked down as if she
were searching for the words to answer this question. A question that has more meaning
and violence behind it than any of us could have imagined. Shelly responded “I am embarrassed that I don't know the Nisenan name for a poppy, and that I don't know a lot of
Nisenan language, and neither does my mother.

Figure 3. Painting of “Look Around” by Teighlor Anderson 2021.
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But I shouldn’t be embarrassed” (2022). The loss of the Nisenan language is not the fault
of the Nisenan Peoples but the fault of the settlers. Lucille Jackson Watahomigie, an educator from the Hualapai Tribe speaks to the importance of speaking, knowing, and revitalizing Indigenous language, “It is said that when the languages were created, language
identified the people–who we are, where we came from, and where we are going… they
understood where they belonged in relation to other people, to the natural world, and to
the spiritual world” (McCarty and others, 2006, 110). While it is not the fault of Shelly or
her family for the loss of Nisenan Language, it is traumatic for her to continue to have to
address questions like these that bring up memories and realities of loss and violence.
When land is stolen so is the connection to the land and waters. When elders are
killed in genocide there is no knowledge to pass down. When white settlers extract resources from Native natural relatives to the point of extinction the name of those relatives
are lost. Shelly shed tears this Indigenous Peoples Day speaking about the history of her
people. Having to retell the only stories she knows to the settlers, having to educate others while advocating for herself. The reliving of trauma and harm that has been done to
the Nisenan Peoples during the gold rush and what continues to happen today to displace
Nisenan Peoples is current settler colonialism. At the end of the tour, I was able to speak
to Shelly for a brief minute. She was uneasy and overwhelmed but happy that people
showed up for the Nisenan Tribe. She left me with this, “I can't wait for the day that I
can take a break, and everyone will already know of our history and who we are” (2022).
It is no coincidence that every person I spoke with about water and Indigenous
connection are inviolable, visionary, intelligent, feminist women. Shelly and Ember are
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just two of the many empowering women in this story of Nisenan local acknowledgement
and cultural revitalization. One of the local artists I was able to speak with one afternoon
was Mira Clark. Mira is the Visibility Through Art Coordinator, a gallery assistant at the
'Uba Seo exhibit, and an independent local artist. Mira has collaborated with Shelly and
Ember as a non-Indigenous woman who is a “firm believer in the power of narrative and
in sharing story through mixed-media works to impart stories that our culture needs to
grow” (Clark, 2022). Mira grew up and has lived most of her life in so-called Nevada
County and has found over the years through social activism that collaborating and working with the Nisenan Tribe is not only essential but empowering for our community.
Mira and I spoke about the Nisenan connection to these lands and waters, she
stated, “Throughout my years of working with Tribes and Indigenous Peoples it is clear
that environmental extraction affects the Indigenous population first and in the most horrendous ways, as being stewards of the land if affects them emotionally” (2021). It is this
awareness and respect for Indigenous Peoples and the trauma they have endured where
Nisenan Peoples can start to heal. Indigenous Peoples have knowledge that was violently
wrested from them about the land and water. When the landscapes have changed because
of settler colonial acts of domination and power, Indigenous Peoples identity is taken
away from them. Kyle Whyte writes about this multigenerational trauma that comes from
settler-colonial resources extraction,
For many elders, increased weather variability and unpredictability (due to climate change) also have an emotional and personal impact. For much of their lives
they have been able to advise the people around them confidently about when and
where to travel, providing weather predictions. As their skills no longer work,
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some elders are now less confident and feel sadness that their advisory roles have
changed. (2018, 345)
Indigenous responsibility is erased because of resource extraction due to settler colonialism. The emotional trauma that Indigenous Peoples feel can range from limits of self-determination to erosion of cultural integrity. This harm is not just solidified to Indigenous
Peoples but they're natural relatives such as the degradation of plants, animals, forests,

Figure 4 Image of The Land is The Gold by Jessa Hurst and Mira Clark 2021.

44
and waterways that are also understood as experiencing trauma. Indigenous Peoples continue to fight against the modes of settler colonialism and re-attach themselves as stewards of the land. The Nisenan do this through art and community coalitions. In the 'Uba
the Nisenan are integrally tied to water and the cultural survival of the people.
Mira collaborated on two pieces in this year’s exhibit with a dear friend of hers,
Jessa Hurst, calling the piece The Land is The Gold, as seen above in Figure 4. The description of the piece reads:
Mining the sacred 'Uba, Yuba” for its gold was a colonial settler mindset. This
piece is meant to not only bring awareness to the way the land has been mistreated in the past, it also symbolizes the way in which more awareness is needed
today with how we are relating to the land, animals, water, and specifically the
Yuba. The Yuba River has become a hotspot for much tourism and social interaction. It is important to be aware with how we interact with this land as we visit the
Yuba. (Hurst, Clark, 2021)
This year's exhibit that focused on the 'Uba tells a familiar story of trauma, harm, and violence for the Nisenan Tribe through the relationship of water. 'Uba Seo transcends
through time and brings the same settler colonial issues to the present.
The Visibility Through Arts Project was birthed out of conversations between
Shelly and Mia; it has changed over the years to not only bring awareness to Nisenan
acknowledgement but to form community relationships with the Tribe. Bringing Indigenous and non-Indigenous 'local' artists to work on these art pieces speaks to the fragile relationships that have been formed because of this project. Mira states,
The only way that this is possible is because of Shelly and the Tribe wanting to
work with non-Indigenous artists. I have seen the trust grow over time but there
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are always complications… Dialogue and communication are key points for how
this works, and I think that the beauty of it all is that it is non-exclusive and educational. It has a greater impact because it's reaching the people that need to know
and be educated. (2021)
Art is a very emotional medium that taps into people's empathy. If we can use art to reach
people that wouldn't normally be interested in understanding or having difficult conversations around colonization or genocide, then we can start to envision a better community.
Indigenous Peoples have used art as a medium for storytelling and interpretation
for thousands of years. The medium of art is can also be used for health and healing
(Muirhead, Leeuw. 2012. 2) Art is not just paint on paper but includes any form of expression. Zoe Todd, an Indigenous studies scholar writes, “I want art that enters my veins
and comes pouring out like fish, stories about the river, struggling against the current ''
(2017). Todd expresses his Indigenous connection to water and fish. His stories that he
learned from his grandfather and now interprets in his own medium of poetry. Art allows
Indigenous Peoples to internalize the violence of genocide and then re-connect them to
the land and water. That is what CHIRP is doing with the Visibility Through Art Project.
As human beings we can all come to see how important water is in our lives. We
have seen it as only a resource and exploited it in the name of capitalism. It is time to
change the narrative for how we interact, view, and love the rivers that are around us. In
order to do that we must acknowledge and support the Nisenan Tribe and their fight towards land back. We have seen the devastating effects of colonialism on the 'Uba River
that have now led to mercury debris, decrease in salmon populations, and blocking the
flow of water in the river. The gold rush and the construction of those hydraulic dams
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dried up the flow of water in the 'Uba. Capitalism poured into the 'Uba masked as mercury, poisoning Nisenan relatives. The landscape was changed and so was the Nisenan
relationship to the 'Uba. This story is all too familiar for Indigenous Peoples of California
but that does not mean it is the end of their story. The Nisenan Tribe fights today for land
back, federal recognition, cultural revitalization, and 'local' acknowledgement.
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORY OF SETTLER-COLONIAL VIOLENCE

If people don’t know Native people, they don’t know America. If Americans don’t know
about us, they don’t know anything about themselves. When Americans don’t know about
Indian people, they must look at their own world, their own science, their arts, their medicine in the same myopic way. It’s right in their faces, and it’s like, they don’t get it. Charlie Hill. Oneida comedian, 1951-2013.
We cannot understand what is happening to the Nisenan Tribe or the 'Uba without
looking at the historical past of these places we inhabit today. In California elementary
school, many of us were taught of christopher columbus and the mission system that
made California what it is today. We even celebrated these days by not having school on
christopher columbus day and dressing up as pilgrims and Indians on thanksgiving. What
these were, were colonial narratives. They painted a picture of an equal and just relationship between colonizers and the Indians. I challenge those who are reading this thesis to
ask themselves; what they know about California Native history? What are the impacts of
European settlers on these lands of Indigenous Peoples? We, as settlers, need to understand our place in history because these past histories still affect our current relationships
in these lands and waters. These histories shape how we get our water, recreate in this
area, and use the land are all based on Native history. Connecting the past histories of
genocide and the gold rush to present stories of continued settler colonialism in the 'Uba
is how we can further understand the settler relationship to the river and the Native Peoples of these lands. Talking about Nisenan histories and seeking to learn about the area
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you live in, the land you occupy, and that your family lives on is all part of our current
realities and our relationship to these places we call home. In this chapter, I will incorporate Indigenous authors to tell their narrative of settler beginnings. The history we have
learned is the white oppressive historical narrative. I want to counter this narrative and
challenge it by using Nisenan stories to re-shape this narrative. I will focus on the gold
rush of the Sierra foothills because that is where the heart of this thesis is located. The entirety of settler-colonial violence against California Natives is essential when trying to
understand how we as settlers have adversely changed the Native Peoples of these lands
and waters historically and presently.

European Invasion

Before contact with the European settlers, there was no mountain, river, or lake
that Indigenous Peoples did not name. The natural environment of plants, trees, roots,
berries, and bones was used as medicine, healing, and tools that are still practiced today.
Each part of the natural world has a complex relationship with the people that occupy the
land. Indigenous Peoples of California had some of the most diverse natural landscapes
within the continental United States (Anderson, 2013, 14). The Peoples of the land took
care of the land as their kin or natural relatives. It is a story of a unique and intimate relationship between the Indigenous Peoples of California and their natural living relatives
that rests on identity, culture, non-hierarchical relationships, spirituality, and the environment. The narrative of the creation story of California has been that European explorers
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found vast wilderness and untouched land with plenty of rich soils for the taking. They
believed Indigenous Peoples living on the land have no real connection to the reason for
these sophisticated ecosystems. As European explorers, Spanish missionaries, and gold
rush settlers came to California to take the land from Indigenous Peoples and exploit it
for natural resources, the relationship between nature and Indigenous Peoples changed
forever. Kat Anderson wrote on the destruction of the relationship, “The concept of California as unspoiled, raw, uninhabited nature-as wilderness-erased the Indigenous cultures
and their histories of the land and dispossessed them of their enduring legacy of tremendous biological wealth” (2013, 89). When we as settlers think of our historical past, many
of us think of the creation story of California as the earliest development of our society
that lives today. “People misunderstand the settler invasion of Indigenous California as
California history rather than an unsustainable and disruptive episode in it,” (Akins
Bauer, 2021, 23) it is the ending of Indigenous culture and the start of western power.
The 1590s was the first time that Indigenous Peoples living in what is now called
California encountered Europeans. Between the 1590s and 1769, European and Spanish
settlers would start the systemic change in Native lives and the environment. European
settlers saw Indigenous Peoples as primitive and submissive, waiting to be rescued because of a lack of social and economic stability. This is the narrative that fits the agenda
of settlers. Patrick Wolfe argues that settler colonialism is not a historical event that happened when Spanish and European “explorers” invaded to steal land from California Natives enact genocide among the Native population, but is an ongoing system of oppression (2006, 389). The word settler refers to a non-Native person that occupies Native
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land. The word colonialism refers to the way in which settlers used power and violence to
overtake land and people in order to exploit them for money. Settler colonialism is described as the “logic of elimination”, for settlers to occupy land, the elimination of Indigenous Peoples and their culture must take place (Wolf, 2006, 388). For settlers to continue to occupy Native land the ongoing system of oppression that settler colonialism perpetuates, is still operative today. settler colonialism includes interlocking forms of oppression, including racism, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and capitalism so that settlers can hold power of land ownership and oppress Indigenous and BIPOC Peoples
(Cox, 2017, 6).
In what is now California, European settlers used the logic of elimination to occupy Indigenous lands. Enforcing settler colonialism in the state of California at the expense of land and rushes. However, it has been well documented that the Indigenous Peoples were not submissive and fought back fleeting to unsettled areas, setting fire to buildings, stealing cattle, engaging in open warfare, and practicing traditions in secret (Anderson, 2013, 26). European settlers saw the Indigenous Peoples as labor and a workforce,
while the Indigenous Peoples saw them as an opportunity to expand trades. These European settlers came to California in search of materials and wealth. From the beginning, it
was a quest to exploit resources for their gain and power. Although the relationship between European explorers and Indigenous Peoples of California has been thought to be
limited to the coast of California, this was the beginning of Native genocide and colonization.
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Spanish Missionaries

Spanish missionaries began colonizing California in the 1760s. Between 1769 and
1823, California Indians were subjected to genocide, violence, disease, slavery, and the
stealing of their lands (Anderson, 2013, 14). Spanish missionaries came to separate Indigenous people from the land to build missions and settlements and control Indigenous territories and their Peoples. In doing so, the Spanish Missionaries also altered California’s
social and ecological makeup permanently. Akins and Bauer note, “Spanish missionaries
believed in “reducing” Indigenous People from their allegedly “wild and primitive” state
to what the Spaniards considered more “civilized” missions” (2021, 74). Again, this is the
narrative of the Indigenous Peoples that was created by the Spanish missionaries and the
European explorers as validation to exploit resources and implement genocide on the Indigenous population of California. In addition, the missions were used to expand the religion of Catholicism and enforce rule at the expense of Indigenous Peoples.
These missions were not built by the Spanish missionaries but subjected the Indigenous Peoples as a labor force. Indigenous Peoples of California were not only forced
to give up their land to the missions but then work on these same missions that brought
disease, violence, and environmental degradation on their Peoples, “The mission buildings themselves contained the shape and sweat of Indigenous bodies'' (Akins and Bauer,
2021, 57). Twenty-one missions were built in California, each of them occupying thousands of acres in land for animal grazing, croplands, orchards, and vegetable gardens. Indigenous Peoples that were forced to work on the mission lands were taught “civilized”
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skills such as western farming techniques and adobe brick making that were significantly
degrading to the ecological landscape of the land. It has been documented that when
crops failed in the missions, Indigenous Peoples often provided seeds, berries, greens,
and bulbs from the wildlands to save themselves and the missionaries from starvation
(Anderson, 2021, 38). With the introduction of Spanish missionaries, foreign livestock,
and long, laborious days in harsh living conditions, Indigenous Peoples were exposed to
disease.
These diseases caused large numbers of Indigenous Peoples to die ill of syphilis,
tuberculosis, dysentery, diphtheria, and measle without the proper medicine or immunity,
“At every mission, death rates exceeded birth rates, sometimes by a ratio of two to one”
(Akins and Bauer, 2021, 89). The missionaries did not believe that the death of Indigenous Peoples was of their doing, “missionaries believed that Indigenous People’s ignorance (and in many cases rejection) of the Christian god caused their susceptibility to and
death from disease” (Akins and Bauer, 2021, 92). This story of disease and death of California Native Peoples has been one that is more common narratives that we, as settlers,
have learned in our education about the Indigenous Peoples of California, but was not the
only factor leading to Indigenous death and genocide
Between 1769 and 1800, the number of Indigenous people on the California coast
declined by nearly 50 percent (Akins and Bauer, 2021, 62). During the height of the missions, “disobedient Indigenous Peoples were whipped with a barbed lash, subjected to
solitary confinement, mutilated, locked in stocks and hobbles, branded, and sometimes
executed” (Anderson, 2013, 152). Many Indians tried to escape and run away from the
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missions but usually returned because of their ties to their family that were still in captivity in the missions. In 1799 Fray Antonio de la Concepción Horra of Mission San Miguel
stated, “The treatment shown to the Indians is the cruellest I have ever read in history.
For the slightest things, they receive heavy flogging, are shackled and put in the stocks,
and treated with so much cruelty that they are kept whole days without water” (Akins,
Bauer, 2021, 45). They were mistreated with the use of violence and lived in harsh conditions without sympathy from the Spaniards. The relationship between the Spanish missionaries and the Indigenous Peoples was never equal or just but extractive. This is the
reality of the genocide of California Indigenous Peoples.
Violence against Indigenous Peoples of California Indigenous Peoples during the
mission period was not the only violence that occurred, but the violence initiated on the
land. The creation of the missions forever altered the landscape of the California coast.
The diverse landscape of native plant species and lush forests that were protected and
kept open through the burning of the lands stopped when the Spaniards introduced cattle
grazing. Although most of the environmental damage in California came later during colonization, it started during the Spanish missionary period, “overgrazing eliminated native
plant populations, favored alien annuals, and caused erosion” (Anderson, 2013, 212).
Genocide of the land contributes to genocide of Indigenous Peoples because of their cultural ties to the land as their kin. Kaitlin Reed in her article We are Part of the Land and
Land Is US: Settler Colonialism, Genocide & Healing in California argues that kinshiporiented relationships to land held by Indigenous peoples, as well as the theorization of
land within Indigenous Studies, works to expand contemporary notions of genocide
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(2020, 28). Settler colonialism reinforces genocide on Indigenous Peoples because of the
environmental destruction of the land. Reed continues to say that settler colonialism
deeply embedded in genocide to the land and to Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous peoples
are unable to heal from settler colonialism without reparations for the land (2020, 30). As
we take a look at the start of colonization of California, it is essential to understand the
oppression of the people and the land in California history.

Gold Rush of California

In 1846, the mineral gold was found in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. This
mineral would forever alter the history of California. Gold found in the rivers of the foothills would attract more settlers and miners to California in the determination of the
riches that gold brought and would not let anything come in their way, especially the people who called these rivers home. In just ten years between 1846 and 1856, the Indigenous population of California dwindled from 150,000 to 50,000, fueled by the white
man’s greed (Anderson, 2013, 142)3. Although gold was a commodity worth more

3

Laws that legaized the genocide of California Indians: 180 “An Act for the Government and Protections of Indians”. 1858 - AN ACT TO PROVIDE FOR BINDING MINORS AS APPRENTICES,
CLERKS AND SERVANTS.
1855 – AN ACT TO PUNISH VAGRANTS, VAGABONDS, AND DANGEROUS AND SUSPICIOUS PERSONS.1850-1859: CALIFORNIA MILITIA AND“EXPEDITIONS AGAINST THE INDIANS”.1851-1852: CALIFORNIA’S RESPONSE TO FEDERAL TREATIES NEGOTIATED WITH
THE INDIANS.
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money than any settlers had seen before, it was not long before the word of gold got
around and settlers from all over the United States, Europe, South America, China, and
Australia traveled to California to search for gold. In the first ten years of the gold rush,
about $400 million of gold was found, and by January 1, 1854, California had already
spent $924,259 on Native American genocide on paying volunteer militias daily wages to
hunt Indians and bounties for their body parts (Anderson, 2013, Lindsay, 2012). In order
for miners to mine for gold, they needed to occupy Indigenous land and destroy Indigenous rivers. In doing so, they eliminated Indigenous Peoples bodies, land, and culture.
When we, settlers of the land, think of genocide, usually we think of the holocaust. A time in history that violence and murder were taken upon a specific group of
people to exterminate that population,
Whatever settlers may say— and they generally have a lot to say—the primary
motive
for elimination is not a race (or religion, ethnicity, grade of civilization, etc.) but
access to
territory. This narrative is safe for us settlers because it is not in our country, on
our land,
or in our minds. To think about and understand the extermination of the Indigenous
Peoples of these lands and waters so that our ancestors could occupy the land is a
hard
realization. Nevertheless, that is what happened. In 1850, the “1850 Act for the
Government Protection of Indians. (Lindsay, 236, 2012)
The 1850 Act for the Government Protection of Indians legalized genocidal crimes such
as the enslavement of Native Peoples. During this time, the kidnapping of Native women
and children was not considered a heinous crime and was carried out often in a thriving
trade between Northern California and Southern California as slaves (Anderson, 2013,
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85). Settler colonialism during the gold rush was the miners displacing Nisenan for gold
and the U.S. Government displacing the Nisenan for control of land.
As Patrick Wolfe argues that settler colonialism is not an event that happened but
a structure of oppression that continues in the lives of Indigenous Peoples, he also argues
that settler colonialism does not have to be inherently genocidal because the legal definition of genocide means the intents of religion of ethnicity. I agree that settler colonialism
is not an event that happened but still lives today. I do not agree that settler colonialism is
not genocidal. I will refer Kaitlin Reed when she argues that settler colonialism produces
“relations of genocide”. These “relations of genocide” as settler colonial orientations to
land and environmental destruction (2020, 28). Again, settler colonialism is specifically
tied to the occupation of land and the elimination of Indigenous Peoples in order to extract resources from the land. As Indigenous Peoples are stewards of the land and see the
land as kin, the over extraction of resources if genocide upon the land.
Between April 29, 1851, and August 22, 1852, a series of eighteen treaties "of
friendship and peace" were negotiated with many what were said to be "tribes" of California Indians by three treaty Commissioners whose appointments by President Millard
Fillmore were authorized by the U.S. Senate on September 29, 1850. Eighteen treaties
were made but the United States Senate on July 8, 1852, refused to ratify them in executive session and ordered them filed under an injunction of secrecy which was not removed until January 18, 1905 (Ellison 1922, 1925). These treaties were not translated
correctly for Native Peoples to understand the full effect of what they were signing (Miller, 2013, 4). Native Peoples during this time were being forced to give up their titles to
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land and deterred Natives from meeting with treaty commissioners. The United States
Government forced California Indians into singing these treaties that gave up their rights
to their traditional lands in exchange for reservations. The Nisenan Tribe signed onto the
treaty made and concluded at Camp Union, near the Yuba River, July 18th, 1851 (Johnson, 2021, 146). The treaty was signed by Chief Weymwh of the Nisenan Tribe in agreement for peace between the U.S. Government and Native Peoples. The treaty promised
the Nisenan Tribe 127,200 acres of land in Grass Valley, Nevada and Yuba counties, 500
head of beef, 200 sacks of flour, blankets, schoolteachers, farmers, tradespeople, and a
schoolhouse (Johnaon, 2021, 146). These promises were made by the U.S. Government
and to be paid for by the U.S. Government.
Later in 1851, the U.S. government passed the Land Claims Act that required all
lands in California to pass into public domain. The Nisenan Tribe were not informed of
this act and once again the lands that they lived and stewarded were stolen by the U.S.
Government. Johnson writes, “Some of our people, thinking they now had a safe new
place to live and avoid the torments of the whites, started to move to their new home. As
they left their old locations, the vacated land was quickly occupied by the newcomers”
(2021, 146). In July of 1852, the U.S. Government rejected all of the 18 treaties that
would have recognized the legal status of California Tribes. The treaties not becoming
ratified is the failure to uphold the terms of the treaties, leaving the Nisenan landless,
without legal resources, subject to continued extermination.
The Northern Mines encompassed parts of the Feather, 'Uba, Bear, and American
rivers that ran through Nisenan territory. At the beginning of the gold rush in 1848, the
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Nisenan population was about 7,000 people, and by 1867 only 500 Nisenan Peoples were
remaining, reducing the population by 93% (Johnson, 2018, 18). The Nisenan Peoples
were not seen as human but as wild animals trying to keep whites from mining for gold
on their land and waters. At the beginning of the gold rush, the Nisenan chief warned colonizers that the gold “belonged to a demon, who devoured all who searched for it” (Anderson, 2013, 78). This warning could be interpreted for the future genocide of the land
and the Peoples of the Nisenan Tribe.
Indigenous Peoples of California had no recognized rights during early colonization; they were not considered a citizen, could not own land, could not own a gun, and
would be seen in front of an all-white jury if accused of a crime. As being seen in front of
an all-white jury they were not allowed to testify against white people in court (1850 Act
for the Government and Protection of Indians). The following story is a story from Richard B Johnson’s book History of US; Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria,
This Grass Valley story was overheard by one of our tribal elders almost 55 years
ago, as he was listening to a conversation between one tribal elder and another
old man. Back in the early days of the Gold Rush, several miners were leaving a
salon and decided to have some fun and place wagers on who was the best marksman. There was a small village of Indians just outside of Boston Ravine, and these
miners placed themselves on a rise overlooking the village. The campfires lit up
the entire area and everyone was visible and enjoying the evening. The adults
were sitting around the fire and the children were playing in the light. The miners
opened fire and when they were done, everyone in the village was dead. The elder
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found it hard to understand as to why? These people from this village were doing
no harm to anyone; they were just enjoying the evening and a short time later
they were all dead. The miners returned to the saloon and squared away their wagers and bragged on how well each shooter was. Even though I was young I never
forgot this story, because I just did not understand why and who would want to do
this to a group of Indians. (2021, 124)
The Nisenan Tribe faced extreme violence and death at the hands of white men in the
gold rush era. However, this war between settlers and Indigenous people was not fought
passively; Indigenous Peoples fought to preserve their culture and save their people.
The Nisenan Tribe and other Tribes of the foothills fought back not because they
were profoundly violent but because it was necessary to survive. The overall conception
of Native persons from the white settler is that Native Peoples were barbaric and savage
because of the historical narrative told through the white man’s eyes to justify the genocide of Native Peoples. When in fact the United States only exists because of the colonization and genocide of Native Peoples. The true ‘savage’ is the colonizers of the gold
rush that removed Indigenous Peoples from their homelands in order to extract resources.
The Native Tribes of the foothills were being stolen of their food systems with settlers
overrunning their lands. Fish runs were low; plant food was nearly destroyed (Anderson,
2013, 75). Although the Indigenous Peoples of the foothills tried to retaliate and conserve
their culture, to survive, they were forced to join the extractive work of gold mining.
By 1848 Indigenous Peoples made up more than half of the gold miners in the
foothills. Indigenous baskets that tribal elders wove as a sacred practice to preserve their
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identity and culture were now being used to pan for gold. This change in how Indigenous
Peoples lived and stewarded the land is the pitfall of Indigenous culture. When Indigenous Peoples are no longer able to practice in ceremonies, basket weaving or fishing their
identity is lost. The transformation of Indigenous culture is genocide of their culture. The
gold rush degraded sacred traditions to labor for white men. Throughout this history of
violence, the Nisenan Tribe tried to preserve their identity, culture, and customs by continuing ceremonies and pow-wows, in private and public (Johnson, 2020, 62). Thanks to
these tribal members who fought for survival, the Nisenan Tribe is still present today, although federally unrecognized.
Gold mining was the catastrophic beginning of the end of the Nisenan Peoples
and many other Indigenous Tribes of California. Richard B. Johnson, the Tribal Chairman of the Nisenan Tribe, wrote, “it seemed overnight the foothills were flooded with
immigrants, miners and settlers, all claiming this land as theirs” (2020, 16). Indigenous
Peoples of the foothills soon became trespassers in their land and waters, where their ancestors had lived for years. This colonization of the land, waters, and Peoples of the land
was forced by violence. Miners overran the foothills “invading Indigenous homes, altering stream courses, destroying salmon runs, scaring away game with pistols and rifles,
chopping down oaks and sugar pines, and grazing cattle, hogs, and horses on the grasslands” (Anderson, 2013, 113). When people think of the California gold rush, there is not
always the thought of the environmental effects that forever altered the land and waters of
the Nisenan territory. Bayard Taylor describes the clear-cutting of trees in Grass Valley,
“The hills were stripped of wood, except here and there a single pine, which stood like a
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monu- mental obelisk amidst the stump head-stones of its departed brethren” (Anderson,
2013, 115). When settlers come, they come to stay and exploit as many resources as possible without considering the long-term systemic effects of the people or the land. Hydraulic mining was the most detrimental environmental degradation that was initiated
during the gold rush and still lingers in today’s environmental issues in Nevada County.
Hydraulic mining began on a small scale in about 1853, in the Sierra Nevada
Foothills rivers, as a mechanism for gold mining. Hydraulic mining was used in the
Feather, 'Uba’, Bear, and American river watersheds, but for this thesis, I will be focusing
on the 'Uba’ watershed.

Figure 5. Image of a map of the Englebright Lake and Yuba River Snyder, N. P., Wright, S. A., Alpers, C.
N., Flint, L. E., Holmes, C. W., & Rubin, D. M. (2006)
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The 'Uba’ watershed stretches across 1,339 square miles and ranges in elevation from
over 3000m to 27m throughout the Northern California Foothills (American Rivers,
2019). See Figure 5 above for a map of the 'Uba’ watershed. The 'Uba’ is a staple in Nevada County and California, known for its giant boulders, emerald, green water, and idyllic swimming holes in the summer. However, the picturesque river has a legacy and history of violence and destruction, like the Nisenan, derived from colonial mechanisms of
hydraulic mining. Hydraulic mining consisted of using water pressure through a nozzle
onto a face of a cliff, blasting off mountainsides full of gravel, boulders, and dirt in the
hope of one ounce of gold as you can see below in Figure 6 (Anderson, 2013, 121). The
environmental impacts were so significant that they changed the course of rivers by
flooding, causing debris runoff into streams that contaminates fish and other species in
the river. The floods would wipe out entire farm structures, cattle, orchards, driving the
Nisenan and settlers out of the area. See Figure 6 below for an image of hydraulic mining
in the 'Uba’. You can see cliff sides completely eroded and destroyed from the nozzles
used for hydraulic mining and the sediment lying at the bottom.
Large amounts of sediments were moved in channels. This forever altered the
land and riverscape of the 'Uba, “the resulting dramatic increase in sediment flux raised
riverbed elevations as much as 40 m in parts of the Yuba watershed” (Synder et al. 2006,
4). The sediment that was deposited is mercury; the same mercury still lies in the 'Uba’
today. Although the exact number of mercury deposits left behind to the environment
from hydraulic mining is unknown, the total mercury production in California between
1850 and 1981 was more than 220,000,000 lb
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Figure 6. An Image of Hydraulic Mining in North Bloomfield. Todd, J. A. (1882).

(pounds) (Alpers and others, 1999, 13). The unregulated and intensive use of hydraulic
mining continued until 1884, when it was banned because of the degradation of the environment. In later years as an attempt to capture the mercury sediment left behind, dams
started to be built on the 'Uba’. There has been a focus on the Englebright dam constructed in 1941 at 280 ft high by the US Army Corps of Engineers because it completely
blocked fish passage to habitat in upstream rivers and streams (Yuba Water Agency,
2021). The construction of the dams is an act of
settler-colonial dispossession. The dams blew away the sides of the valley while continuing to displace the Nisenan Peoples, Akins and Bauer write “A hydrological map of the
state is a map of Indian dispossession… A map of California highlighting reservoirs is a
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map outlining theft and erasure of Indian land” (2021, 246). Today, the Englebright dam
acts mainly as a hydroelectric power generator. The Englebright dam was constructed as
a band-aid solution to combat the adverse environmental effects of hydraulic mining in
the gold rush. In doing so, the salmon population in the 'Uba has dramatically decreased.
Mercury sampled in fish from the Englebright Reservoir has been above 0.3ppm,
exceeding the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). In several cases, the mercury
levels approached 1.0ppm from game fish (James, 2005). Mercury is extremely dangerous because of the health concerns in the overconsumption and exposure to it. Mercury is
a neurotoxin also known as methylmercury. In the case of overexposure due to the consumption of many fish and shellfish that contain methylmercury, it can lead to; loss of peripheral vision, “pins and needles” feelings, usually in the hands, feet, and around the
mouth, lack of coordination of movements, impairment of speech, hearing, walking,
and/or muscle weakness (EPA, 2021). The extermination of the salmon and degradation
of the 'Uba; is caused by the same construct used to enact genocide on the Nisenan Peoples, settler colonialism.

The Creation and Termination of the Nevada City Rancheria

The violence continued when California Indians were displaced from their lands
and waters onto reservations with little to no natural resources for Indigenous Peoples to
survive. After the 18 unratified treaties were used for the extermination of California Indians. The Nisenan Peoples that survived were granted a reservation in 1911 called the
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Nevada City Rancheria. The Executive Order No.1772 was by President Woodrow Willson allotting 75.48 acres for the Nevada City Rancheria. The Rancheria became a place
where the Nisenan Peoples could hold ceremonies, celebrations and honor their ancestors
without the oppression of the white man. It was their home, where they could be Indigenous Peoples without fear. Unfortunately, this sovereignty only lasted 53 years until the
Nevada City Rancheria was then terminated in 1964. In 1947, the Federal Government
pressured by the state of California, began drafting a plan to terminate all California reservations or rancherias. Then in 1953 a law to distribute assets of rancherias and reservation to tribal members was given the go-ahead, and in 1958 it was finalized by congress
and signed by President Eisenhower (Johnson, 2021, 56). The Nisenan Tribe was deliberately left out of the distribution law around termination and the selling of land, where it
was a complete surprise to the Nisenan Peoples. According to Johnson, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs did not care whether the Nevada City Rancheria liked or disliked
the distribution plan. They then lost their land once again to the hands of the settlers.
The Nisenan Tribe remains federally unrecognized today. This federal recognition means they do not have reservation land like other Tribes of California. They do not
have access to housing, healthcare, education, and economic development. They cannot
apply for grants to create these programs because they are not federally recognized Tribe.
The Nisenan Tribe continues to fight for federal recognition 57 years later. They are going to court to try and show that they still exist but are shut down by the United States
government. The United States government makes it nearly impossible for the Tribe to
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gain federal recognition because of the red tape, politics, and bureaucracy that is involved. As a Tribe that does not have federal recognition, it makes gaining land back and
'local' acknowledgment in their community a more brutal fight. The actual act of fighting
for recognition is another colonial construct that continues to harm the Tribe because they
have to show credibility to the same government that employed genocide on their Peoples.
In his book Red Skin White Masks, Glen Coulthard argues the politics of recognition between Indigenous Nations and colonial states demonstrating the shift from tradition-based assertions of land and title to negotiated claims for land and recognition. It is
important to note his argument when looking at federal recognition because of the colonial relationship that it is derived from. The act of recognition creates this hierarchical relationship where Indigenous Peoples can only exist or have a sense of self if they are recognized and exist for another subject (the colonial state) (Coulthard, 2017, 6). Meaning
that federal recognition is created to continue to oppress Indigenous Nations where they
have power and say in how they live, what grants they can get, and who they are as Indigenous Peoples. Coulthard gives a solution for Indigenous Nations to refocus their efforts
on self-recognition, giving themselves the credibility for Indigenous Knowledge and
sense of self through their relationship with the land.
Bell Hooks explains that we, as Indigenous and oppressed Peoples, “need to stop
looking to that Other for recognition; instead, we should be recognizing ourselves and
[then seeking to] make contact with all who would constructively engage us” (Coulthard,
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2017, 4). I believe that the Nisenan Tribe has been able to engage in their self-acknowledgement by creating the non-profit, CHIRP that supports Nisenan culture, revitalization,
and acknowledgment. With the creation of the CHIRP, the Nisenan Tribe has been able
to turn away from governmental support and turn towards the community’s support
through land back and 'local' acknowledgment.
This chapter on the History of Settler Colonial Violence is not only the history of
Indigenous Peoples but these stories continue to shape the material realities of Indigenous
Peoples today. Settler colonialism is not an event but a structure of oppression on Indigenous Peoples. I have highlighted the violence enacted against the Nisenan Peoples and
their river, the 'Uba. Genocide was used to exterminate the population of the Nisenan and
to harm the land using hydraulic mining. In the following chapters I am going to speak
about the 'Uba River today and how we, settlers, interact with the river in a way that continues to perpetuate settler colonialism.
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CHAPTER 3: RESTRUCTURING RELATIONSHIPS IN THE 'UBA

after Sacred Water by Kinsale Hueston, Dine poet

I.

we inherit:

every gathering pool a blessing

formed by careful hands

a heartbeat

each monsoon

turquoise vein

the sound of underwater

brimmed

with mosses

here laps the quiet tide of love

II.

in the summers we would flock to my great-aunt’s

swimming hole

down the canyon

dizzy from the jumbled journey in a truck bed
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poke at the tadpoles squirming in the red clay

my mother watched from orchard shade

she had been down here many years before

with her sisters

her brothers

picking apples, following the bend

of the river

leading the goats to the wayside to drink

now the water is too polluted

with cow manure

uranium

we trace the mud with our eyes

watch the petroglyphs stretch in the shadows

miss the feeling of the sun

wicking river from our skin

We, settlers, have experienced global warming and climate change firsthand in
our lifetime, while Indigenous Peoples have been experiencing the harms of resource extraction since the beginning of the colonization. On this Earth we call home, wildfires
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burn through California, seawater level rises on our coasts, pollution in the air masks our
cities, and our rivers and lakes dry up. We have seen campaigns to combat climate
change by banning plastic straws in California to reduce the waste of single-use plastics.
We have seen environmental organizations work on land restoration by planting native
trees and reducing the number of invasive species that have changed our landscapes and
compromised ecosystems. These issues that we have grown to know and invest our time
in having a deep-rooted history in colonialism and capitalism, "Capitalism, in its unrelenting demand for profit, uses and destroys land with no consideration for future generations" (The Red Nation, 2021, 21). We are in the state of emergency of climate change
because of the over-extraction of resources and complete disregard for the Peoples who
take care of these resources, Indigenous Peoples. Climate change did not just appear but
is cultivated by a violent past of genocide to pursue money. Climate change is in our
lives; the 'Uba is forever altered because of the gold rush. In this chapter, I will attempt to
show how environmental nonprofits have continued to uphold settler colonial ideas about
land, property, and Indigenous People in the 'Uba. How can we continue to work towards
restoration in the 'Uba alongside fighting against settler colonialism and fighting toward
acknowledgment for the Nisenan Tribe?
The South 'Uba River is now owned by private landowners, the U.S. Forest Service, C.A. State Parks, and environmental nonprofits. There is not a single part of the
river that is designated or owned by the Nisenan Tribe to use for ceremony or fishing.
Ownership of land by settlers is derived from early environmentalism in the 1800s created by Henry Thoreau and John Muir to conserve the “wilderness without the filthy and
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greedy hands of civilization” (Cronon, 1995, 17). Thoreau and Muir were early environmentalists that relied on religious beliefs of the wilderness, believing that the wilderness
was pristine in a way humans can connect with God. This western thought of conservation and preservation is how environmentalism displaced Indigenous Peoples from their
lands and waters. There is a disregard for Indigenous Peoples and how they were stewards of the land long before western environmentalism was created. It was said that the
mixed blood would not appreciate or understand the natural world because they were
“uneducated and dirty” (Kosek, 2004, 145). The establishment of national parks such as
Yellowstone and Yosemite were aligned with settler colonialism and the removal of Indians. Dina Gilako-Whitaker, an Indigenous scholar argues that the “preservation of ‘wilderness’ landscapes–always already in need of protection–are, or should be, free from human presence. But this logic completely evades the fact of ancient Indigenous habitation
and cultural use of such places” (2020, 94). For Indigenous people’s their knowledge basis was diminished from western conservation practices because of race and settler colonialism and replaced with modern conservation methods of biological diversity to protect
the ‘wilderness’. Indigenous Peoples are no longer the stewards of the land, and their culture are no longer credible in western conservation methods.
The elimination of the Native was also the discreditation of Native knowledge bases. Today, we have seen the impacts of that genocide. Global warming and climate
change are one of the same when environmentalism is used to save our planet. The stealing of the land led to extraction of the land and its natural resources that we saw as
boundless. We see this in the 'Uba, when the Nisenan Tribe was displaced from the river,
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the river was dammed. The salmon are contaminated with mercury with 10,000 acres of
reworked hydraulic mining sediment along the 'Uba (SYRCL, 2022). The construction of
the Englebright Dam permanently restricts salmon access to the upper watershed of the
'Uba, decreasing the salmon population 73% in 2010 (Pasternack); then in 2022, fewer
than 3,000 Chinook salmon return to the lower 'Uba River annually, which is a 99.5% decrease from the historic population size (United for the Yuba, 2022). It would be naive to
just look at the 'Uba in contexts of climate change but we must look at the landscape
around the river.
Drought from lack of rain and snowfall in the Sierra Nevada’s have led to increased forest fires in the area. In the summer of 2021, I was evacuated from my home in
Grass Valley twice because of forest fires. I drive through the backroads of my home and
witness the burned trees around me, wondering when the next fire will be and if my home
will be threatened again. It is not a question of if anymore but an uncertainty of when.
The river runs lower than we have ever seen, holding a record for the 3rd driest January
in 128 years (NIDIS, 2022). The rise in water temperatures have led to growth in algae
blooms, which create poisonous toxins harmful to animals and the ecosystem. The temperature rise also contributes to the decrease in salmon population. As a result of the severe drought, in 2012-2015 the salmon rate of survival from egg to spawning adult has
been much lower than even the meager natural rate of 0.05% (SYRCL, 2017). These
changes we have seen are not new, but a result of a long historical cycle of settler colonialism. These fires are a consequence of settler colonialism because of the dams built and
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the over extraction of resources for money and power. The drought and fires we, settlers,
are experiencing is the fault of our own.
In the South 'Uba River, we have seen the disposition of the Nisenan Peoples due
to settler colonialism. The dams on the river have blocked and poisoned the salmon, thus
blocking the Nisenan from their identity and connection to the river. Most of the Nisenan
Tribe today live in poverty in Nevada County without land to practice ceremonies or
steward the land. This is environmental injustice due to settler colonialism. Author, Traci
Brynne Voyles in her book, The Settler Sea: California's Salton Sea and the Consequences of Colonialism examines ways that settlers maintain, shape, manage, and mismanage the nonhuman world, arguing that colonizers have restructured physical landscapes in ways that exert and reinforce processes that are part and parcel of colonial
power relations in the United States (2021). Altering landscapes and waterways settlers
have continued to oppress Indigenous populations by claiming Indigenous homelands as
their own. In the 'Uba River, the dams have dried up the water and forever altered the
landscape. When the Nisenan look at the river, it is not the same river it was. It is now a
colonial consequence of power and ableism. The dams still being here today represent
that power and oppression of the Nisenan Tribe.
The decline of our environment that has led to global warming and climate
change is undoubtedly the result of settler actions and decisions concerning the extraction
of resources. Volyes describes the Salton Sea as, “not clearly human-or nature-made, it is
certainly–undeniably–settler maintained” (2021, 68). The control of the water in the 'Uba
reinforces the power of settlers within Nevada County. In order to dismantle this settler-
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colonial relationship to the river and the conservation of the river we must center Indigenous Peoples. In doing so, we reframe this normative (settler) perspective and change
how humans interact with nature. Global warming and climate change are not solely an
environmental problem but a diverse issue that is intertwined in socio-economic issues
between Indigenous sovereignty and western land management practices. Western environmentalism would call these issues a product of global warming. Indigenous
knowledge bases such as TEK, would call these issues a product of settler colonialism.
The term environmental justice has made its way into careers and activism in the
last couple of decades to eradicate the injustices of modern environmentalism and expose
environmental racism. Environmental justice was birthed out by racially oppressed
groups of people who protested unhealthy environmental injustices, such as landfills,
power plants, factories, sewage treatment facilities and many others that contribute to
devastating health effects. Dina Gilio-Whitaker in her book As Long as Grass Grows argues that Indigenous Peoples, “spiritual interdependence to the sacredness of Mother
Earth” makes Indigenous Peoples different from other racial groups in environmental justice” (2020, 19). This difference is that Indigenous Peoples experience ongoing environmental devastation, genocide of the land. Gilio-Whitaker states that the environmental
justice movement must require “the use of a different lens, one with scope that can accommodate the full weight of the history of settler colonialism, on one hand, and embrace
difference in the way Indigenous Peoples view land and nature, on the other” (2020, 12).
The struggles that Indigenous Peoples have faced is genocide of the land and peoples initiated by settler colonialism.
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This understanding of environmental justice and Indigenous Peoples right to selfdetermination and sovereignty can open opportunities for conservation work in the future.
Gilio-Whitaker speaks from vulnerability when saying “To be born American Indian today is to have survived a holocaust of a very particular kind, one whose evidence is everywhere, all the time” (2020, 129). This statement should not be taken lightly, conservation leads to violent removing Indigenous Peoples from their ancestral territories to ‘conserve’ it. In the early 1980s when larger environmental groups started to combat climate
change and restore nature, there was a clash between white environmental groups and Indigenous Tribes, exposing environmental groups of their roots in settler privilege and racism. Gilio-Whitaker writes about the Timbisha Shoshone in California's Death Valley
who requested co-management with the Park Service after the creation of the Death Valley National Park. The Timbisha faced opposition from numerous environmental groups
including the Sierra Club because the public believed in maintaining “pristine wilderness” without Traditional land management practices (Gilio-Whitaker, 2020, 106). Because of these conflicts between western land management practices and Traditional land
management practices in the 1980s, questions arose out of environmental justice such as
the use of settler colonialism within conservation practices that continues to enforce a
system that commits environmental injustice against Indigenous Peoples. Gilio- Whitaker
asks, “To what degree is environmentalism deployed as just another weapon of colonial
domination in unpopular tribal economic development projects?” (2020, 108). Questions
that intersect environmentalism, settler colonialism, and Indigenous sovereignty are the
questions that should be asked within all environmental organizations.
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Native Peoples have experienced environmental injustices since colonization. The
Nisenan Tribe have experienced the effects of the gold rush by settler colonialism. Settler
colonialism is a structure of oppression that is used to perpetuate the erasure of native
peoples as a precondition for settler expropriation of lands and resources (Wolfe, 2006,
388). Environmental justice and injustice for Native Peoples is the violent erasure of Native Tribes and the exploitation of their lands and waters. Kyle Whyte argues that settler
colonialism itself, as a structure, is a form of environmental injustice (2018, 125). In the
United States, the environmental conservation movement has separated human and nonhuman relationships when in land management practices. This separation is oppression of
Native knowledge bases, livelihoods, and identity. Whyte argues that interdependence,
systems of responsibilities, and migration are how our ecosystems flourish and are dependent on Native Peoples,
The concept of interdependence includes a sense of identity associated with the
environment and a sense of responsibility to care for the environment. There is
also no prevailing of humans as unique in having agency or intelligence, so one’s
identity and caretaking responsibility as a human includes the philosophy that
nonhumans have their own agency, spirituality, knowledge, and intelligence.
(Whyte, 2018, 128)
In the environmental movement today, there are little to no Indigenous language in parks
or on trails. There is no acknowledgment of the Native Peoples of these lands and waters.
Environmental injustice is the adverse environmental affects created from settler colonial
domination during the gold rush and then today, when conservation practices undermine
the quality of relationships between human and non-humans.
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In Nevada County, environmental nonprofits operate on unceded Nisenan Land,
without the full acknowledgement of the Nisenan Peoples as the stewards of the land.
The settlers of Nevada County have a unique love for the land and waters we occupy. Environmental nonprofits such as the BYLT and the Sierra Fund have sprung up in the
1990s to stop development on these ‘natural’ lands. These nonprofits have been successful in land/water conservation and restoration in and around the ‘Uba,by conserving land
in conservation easements and conducting ecological analysis on the land and water. Although these nonprofits have worked on the premise of being active in the community, it
has only been recently that they have taken steps to decolonize the work they are doing
and see the Nisenan Tribe as an integral part of that work.
A conversation with Izzy Martin, the former Executive Director of the Sierra
Fund (TSF) from 2004-2021, revealed the truth about the real issues of white environmentalism and the continued oppression that the Nisenan experienced. Izzy has been
working in the environmental justice sector of California for 42 years with the passion of
encouraging relationships between the land, Tribal Leaders, foresters, and farmers. She
has a special relationship with Shelly Covert that involves playing music and laughing together. As Izzy and I spoke, the underlying theme of the inequalities between the environmental sector of Nevada County and Nisenan acknowledgment of stewards of the
land. Izzy states "A lot of environmentalists in this county claim that the Nisenan are
deeply involved in the work that is being done, but the Nisenan don't get paid, the environmentalists are getting paid, they don't even think about putting them in their grants"
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(Martin, 2021). Shelly has gone to numerous restoration lands to speak about sacred Nisenan cultural sites and teaches them about Nisenan culture. These are things that she has
done, unpaid, to cultivate relationships in the community for Nisenan acknowledgment.
Although she works hard to create these relationships, the Nisenan Tribe is left out of the
conversation around land stewardship and restoration. There are no tribal liaisons working for these nonprofits or on the board of directors.
Izzy has fought for and with Shelly for Nisenan acknowledgment within Nevada
County. A big part of this fight is creating these sacred relationships between the community and the Nisenan Tribe. Environmental activism historically has been only about that,
the environment without the interdependent lens of the environmental and community.
Western knowledge bases have taken power over the use of Traditional Ecological
Knowledge (TEK), by prioritizing western knowledge in conservation practices. As I
wrote in the previous chapter, TEK is the knowledge bases that Indigenous Peoples hold
as stewards of the land. TEK focuses on human-nature relationships. For Indigenous Peoples and the Nisenan, it is also a way to honor their ancestors by cultural burning, horticultural farming, and the reintroduction of native plants (Anderson, 2005, 54). TEK is a
way environmental organizations can honor Indigenous Peoples and create systemic solutions to climate change. Banning plastic straws is a band-aid solution for climate change,
where TEK envisions the future for generations of kin, "For us, land, plants, animals, and
water are our relatives. The soil is alive and interacts with the air, waterways, and otherthan-human creatures. The Indigenous perspective looks forward to our children's future
and the well-being of all living things” (The Red Nation, 2021). Incorporating TEK in
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land management practices would allow restoration and conservation efforts in the ‘Uba
to cultivate relationships with the Nisenan. Western science cannot restore rivers without
the concern for the well-being of the cultures in which the knowledge was fostered.
Indigenous scholar Kyle Whyte, elaborates on how western environmental organizations incorporate TEK in ethical and responsible ways, and not extractive or appropriative ones. He uses the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI) that is maintained by
The College of Menominee. SDI focuses on the reflection of settler colonialism, sustainability, and Indigenous knowledges and how organizations can support Indigenous Peoples (Whyte, 2018, 127). There is an emphasis on reflection in SDI’s role, in ways that
refocus organizations priorities on fostering sustainable relationships with Indigenous
Tribes. This is different from organizations doing a one-hour presentation on decolonization or TEK to try and understand all Indigenous struggles, knowledge, and culture. That
is not upholding Indigenous Peoples to the respect that is deserved when doing environmental work. Whyte describes the relationships to express gratitude and share cultural
values to create systemic changes within the environmental sector, “Reflecting on sustainability in this way, whether regarding climate change, biodiversity conservation, or
food sovereignty—keeps us aware of how oppression endures as one of the largest threats
to Indigenous peoples and many other group” (2018, 175). Conservation and environmental organizations must nurture relationships with Indigenous Peoples that go beyond
one project or idea, they must be systemic.
Restoration efforts around the 'Uba include the rehabilitation of the salmon population, working on projects to clean up mercury debris from the hydraulic mines that were

80
built during the gold rush, and restoring the landscapes around the river. These projects
are spearheaded by environmental nonprofits in the area, with the help of thousands of
volunteers each year. Some of their websites have the Nisenan logo on the bottom of their
partner's list, but nowhere does it say what work they are doing with the Nisenan Tribe.
This type of performative activism, saying they are doing the work without doing it, is
continued settler colonialism. Performative activism is the blurred line between genuine
allyship or doing the work for social status. In the past couple years, diversity, equity, and
inclusion has made its way into the heart of companies due to the rise of Black Lives
Matter protests and campaigns. Promoting an equal and ethical workplace that does not
discriminate. While some companies take BLM and uplifting POC voices, others tag the
equity, diversity, inclusion stamp on their website but don’t explain how they are changing. It is the same with the Nisenan Tribe and organizations within Nevada County. Collaborating with the Nisenan on one project does not fix the injustices done by settler colonialism to the Nisenan Tribe. The projects that are collaborated between these organizations are not collaborations at all; Izzy states, “People do this where they want Shelly to
sign a piece of paper that says their part of a big partnership, they want her to be there
with a feather, and they will give her a cheap sandwich, and they do not even pay her
gas” (Martin, 2021). The conversations are one-sided and not mutually benefiting. How
can we discuss reconciliation without the Nisenan Peoples in the conversation?
As I speak about the need for environmental organizations to do better work
around Nisenan acknowledgement, there have been efforts already initiated outside of the
'Uba, around land back for the Nisenan Tribe. Deer Creek in Nevada City, CA, is the first
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land that was given back to the Nisenan Tribe. In 2018, a 32-acre land on Deer Creek was
acquired by the Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria, concluding a multi-year effort to return the land to the original people of the area (The Sierra Fund, 2022). This land
back acquisition was only successful because of the collaboration between The Sierra
Fund and the Nisenan Tribe. Although this land is not within the borders of original reservation land, which is essential when applying for federal recognition, it is still a place
where the Nisenan Tribe should be able to practice their cultural ceremonies. The land
lies on top of an old mine called the Champion Mine Complex. About 20 million dollars’
worth of gold was recovered from the mine when it was in operation between 1851-1919
according to The Sierra Fund (2022). Unfortunately, because of the Champion Mine,
there are sites on the property that are contaminated by waste rock, mercury, and cyanide.
While giving this land back to the Nisenan Tribe is a step towards healing and decolonization, the contamination is another setback.
When land back acquisitions are made with Tribes, the land in question is often
neither "natural" nor "pristine wilderness”. It is land that no one wants and, therefore, is
given to the most vulnerable populations. For example, in Humboldt County, Tuluwat Island has been given back to the Wiyot Tribe. An island in the Humboldt Bay was used
for ceremonies by the Wiyot people. The first parcel of land on Tuluwat that the Wiyot
were able to buy back was a small 1.5 acres parcel contaminated with toxins—paints, solvents, metals, and petroleum—left over from decades of industrial use such as shipyard
operations (Droz, 2021). Tribal members and volunteers could clean up the contaminated
soil and debris. Then in 2014, all the city-owned land on Tuluwat was returned to the
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Wiyot Tribe. The return of Tuluwat was the first land in the United States that was returned to Indigenous hands. Through land back, Indigenous Peoples can be sovereign and
begin to heal. The Deer Creek land that has been given back to the Nisenan Peoples is
contaminated, but restoration efforts have begun to extract the contaminated soil within
the 32-acre parcel. In collaboration with the Nisenan Tribe, the Sierra Fund is working
together to either remove the contaminated soil altogether or cover the soil in boulders
and poison oak bushes (Martin, 2021). This collaboration on what restoration plan is necessary for the Deer Creek land is a step towards Nisenan liberation and sovereignty.
The nonprofit organization, the Bear Yuba Land Trust (BYLT), does the trail
maintenance on the Deer Creek Tribute Trail that will eventually connect to the 32-acre
parcel owned by the Nisenan. The BYLT owns over 4,000 acres of land over nine different parcels. Their goal is conserving land by working with private landowners in conservation easements to protect the land from development and work towards restoration efforts (BYLT, 2022). The organization also obtains trail easements that are publicly accessible to encourage the community and youth to learn and interact with the environment. I
was able to have a conversation with their executive director Erin Tarr about BYLT's relationship with the Nisenan Tribe. Erin described the goals for the BYLT as
To me the first step is listening to the Nisenan and what do they want, what are
they looking for, what are they ready for, and how can we do this. For me, this is
one of our highest priorities for these next coming years and building that relationship and figuring out solid ways to really make a difference and give the stolen land back to them. More and more in land conservation, it is becoming clear
and talked about that it is a white privileged field and its "okay well we are protecting land from development, but we are still the owners telling people what to
do”. (2021)
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Erin's priority is working with the Nisenan on land back without restrictions, especially
within the original reservation borders for federal recognition. For now, BYLT is working on creating a land acknowledgment, renaming some preserves in the Nisenan language, and listening to Shelly and the Nisenan. Erin even stated that creating a Tribal Liaison job at the BYLT to employ a Nisenan Tribal Member in order to secure and continue this relationship many years into the future would be something they are interested
in doing. Learning about decolonization as land back is a must, listening to the Nisenan,
and making them a priority within the mission and goals of the organization has been an
example of how other environmental organizations in the community should follow in
their lead.
My goal for these interviews that I have with these nonprofits such as The Sierra
Fund and the BYLT is that they will hold them accountable for doing decolonizing work.
I interviewed another executive director of a nonprofit within Nevada County that does
work around 'Uba River restoration. The executive director asked me to send her questions beforehand and to not record the interview. Unfortunately, there seemed to be no
real support for the Nisenan Tribe within this organization. This is an example of how environmental groups reinforce a system of oppression and settler colonialism. By ignoring
the Nisenan connection to land and water, they are undermining Indigenous sovereignty,
identity, and acknowledgment. Decolonizing work revolves around educating ourselves
(the settlers) on Indigenous histories, stories, and acknowledging that Indigenous Peoples
are the original stewards of these lands, but above all land back. If none of these conditions are being met, as an organization, they are contributing to the problem.

84
The Deer Creek parcel is an excellent start for Nisenan acknowledgement, but
that is not where the work should stop. As a community that leads in environmental conservation, we must continue to look for ways of reconnecting the Nisenan with the ‘Uba
and the salmon as a priority. Climate change is the overbearing stepmother of the world
right now. We blame our problems on climate change. Even those who do not believe in
climate change blame it. The thing about stepmoms is that they usually are not the problem, but their relationship makes us uncomfortable. Although we can see climate change
as our summers get hotter, glaciers melt, and wildfires burn our homes, we need to think
about the root cause of climate change as settlers on these lands and waters. Settler colonialism, and Native genocide have changed and continue to change our environment forever. When the Indigenous Peoples of these lands are violently wrested from their homes,
so is their identity and sovereignty. Indigenous kin as interdependent relationships in the
environment are discarded, and western conservation methods are forced as the norm.
Environmental organizations work towards restoration, conservation, ecological
rehabilitation to combat climate change, but these are band-aid solutions. This is not systemic change when we clean up trash in the rivers. It may make the river look more appealing to the white eye, but it makes no difference to the root problem. In this thesis, I
argue that environmental organizations that work on unceded Indigenous lands and waters must incorporate Traditional Ecological Knowledge in their land management practices. The use of only just a land acknowledgement or single-issue collaboration on project is not efficient, and even furthers settler colonialism within modern conservation.
Furthermore, I argue that the use of TEK should be only the first step in combating settler
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colonialism that leans towards decolonial relationships with Indigenous Tribes as the end
goal of Indigenous sovereignty and land back. This transformation from separating human and non-humans from ecological restoration to interdependent relationships should
come from humility and acknowledgement of the Native Peoples of these lands and waters. Using Traditional Ecological Knowledge and working with Native Tribes to create
environmental solutions that last long after our generation is how we combat climate
change. Letting the Indigenous Peoples of these places take care of the lands and waters
they have been doing long before we settlers took it from them is systemic change. These
band-aid solutions are not helping anyone but just withholding the inevitable.
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CHAPTER 4: REDEFINING THE ‘LOCALS’ OF THE 'UBA

The river is alive
The seasons change me
I let them change me
The snow is still a stranger
That I do not trust yet
Sadness sets in when the snow sticks
Sticking to the mountains and trees
Covering up any intentions I had in the fall
The sun brings me back home
Grounded in my mind
Maybe not physically home
But home in my intentions
In my love for her
The grass turns yellow
The trees turn red in flame
That is what I hate but also what I love
Thick yellow grass covers my skin as I lay on it as a bed
Little creators greet me into their home
I am lucky, privileged, and humbled to be here
In the distance I see my friends
My tall, more than Earth, green friends
I know they are around when I smell vanilla
Summer is existence in a hot, sunny, fresh aired Earth
I live with no clothes to be closer to her
She is the most powerful God I know
And I love her
I sit on her rocks by the water that baptizes me
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The current of her waters pull me in and push me away
She is emerald blue smiling at me, inviting me in
Fresh water cools my sun kissed cheeks and breasts
I am still
In her arms is the only place that I can be still
My mind wanders into places I don’t want to go but her waters pull me back to love
But she is not mine
I am only a visitor of her waters
My connection to the river is strong
Indigenous connection to the river is stronger
My appreciation to the river is strong
Indigenous connection to the river is alive
She gives love, comfort, warmth
Can we give her the same?
Are we too selfish to give back to our home?
Can we put everything back in its place to replenish her?
I am selfish too
I can admit that
I am vulnerable too
I can admit that
Change is in our hearts
If we live with love in our decisions
We will make the right ones
For her and ourselves
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Being a ‘local' of the Nevada County area, where the South 'Uba River flows
through has innumerable meanings. The most common one is the number of years you
have lived in Nevada County. The South Yuba River Citizens League (SYRCL) in their
“Visitors Impacts Survey” of 2021 identifies 'local's as people who have been residents of
Nevada County for over 10 years (2022). I grew up in this area and then moved away for
college and recently came back. Does that make me a 'local'? Or do I not qualify? Is being a 'local' of Nevada County defined as whether you own property in Nevada County or
rent? Does it depend on how active you are in the community? How often you visit the
'Uba River? The 'local'ization of the 'Uba River has increased over the years with the high
numbers of tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 'local's of the 'Uba care about
trash left behind, increased fire risk, and the increase of traffic in 'local' river spots in the
summer. The ‘local’s preach “this is our river” or “pack it in pack it out”, a common term
referring to cleaning up after yourself when going into the backcountry. There is talk
about how the river isn’t the same as it used to be because of this increase in tourism as
seen in Figure 7 below. As it is true that increase of tourism does adversely affect the
river, we, settlers of the river must educate ourselves and others on whose river this really
is, the people of the 'Uba, the Nisenan Tribe. By understanding this relationship between
the river and the Nisenan people, our settler relationships can change with the river, a relationship ingrained with respect for the Nisenan Peoples.
An article written by a ‘local' Hank Meals called Don’t visit the South Yuba River
this summer, it’s too crowded, is an excellent example of how settler narratives continue

89
to displace the Nisenan Peoples in the South 'Uba River. Meals called himself a ‘'local'’
and writes about the
issue of the tourism population in the 'Uba, calling the summer of 2020 the “biggest
crowds since the gold rush”. Meals compares the gold rush to tourism of the ‘Uba River
but does not talk about the erasure of Nisenan Peoples during the gold rush. His settler
prospective claims himself as a ‘local’ that feels the burden of tourism in is home but
does not stop to think about the Nisenan Tribe and how they were violently displaced
from their lands and waters. The analogy of
comparing the gold rush to tourism in the 'Uba is a continuance of settler colonial violence. Meals speaks from his own settler perspective that only reinforces settler colonialism saying, “I
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Figure 7. Image of tourists in the South 'Uba River by Elias Funez, 2019.

want to reemphasize that we, the people of the Yuba River watershed, are in an alarming
situation” (2020). I do not want to assume that when he is talking about “we” he is speaking for every person that visits the 'Uba River but his own settler move towards innocence. “We” are not the people of the 'Uba, the Nisenan Tribe are the stewards of this
land and water that we, settlers, have stolen to inhabit. I have mentioned before Tuck and
Yang's Decolonization is Not a Metaphor, but I want to emphasize their argument of a
settlers move towards innocence. A settler move towards innocence is defined as actions
that aim to alleviate settler guilt without doing anything meaningful to undo harm to Indigenous communities. A move towards innocence requires white settlers to deny the re-
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lationality of being settlers on stolen Indigenous land. When settlers claim to be the “people of the Yuba River '' they are dissociating Indigenous connection to these places claiming them as their own. When Meals writes that, “Most visitors don’t know (and some
don’t care) anything about the Yuba ecosystem, they’re here for a carefree day of swimming and sunning. But for those of us who live here the Yuba River basin is an inspirational landmark and it’s the heart of our community” (2020), he claims that the only people that know and understand the fragility of the 'Uba are the 'local's’ of this place. There
is no acknowledgement of the Nisenan Peoples and their stories, stewardship, or connection reinforcing the erasure of Nisenan Peoples.
The South Yuba River Citizens League (SYRCL), an environmental nonprofit
was founded in 1983 on the premise that “people can save the river” (2022). They have
worked toward ecological restoration in the 'Uba and grassroots activism to encourage
visitors of the 'Uba to recreate responsibly. In October of 2021 they released a survey for
the ‘'local's’ of Nevada County to participate in called the “Visitors Impact Survey” to solicit feedback from the ‘'local'’ community is impacted by the rising number of tourists to
the river. The survey asked numerous questions such as “What activities do you support
happening at the Yuba?” where 98% answered hiking and 97% answered swimming as
the top choices. Another question asked, “Why is preserving the Yuba important to you?”
Ninety-six percent of respondents selected preserving wildlife, but only 70% of respondents selected protecting Indigenous homelands vs 96% for preserving wildlife (SYRCL,
2022). While protecting Indigenous homelands is considered important by majority of respondents, the SYRCL does not acknowledge how Indigenous knowledge such as TEK
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can be used for protecting the 'Uba and the wildlife. The issues that respondents care
about are one of the same, they are not single-issue western science based. When talking
about ecological restoration in the 'Uba that align with Nisenan land and water stewardship but do not mention incorporating Nisenan Tribe in these activities, it reinforces settler colonialism. By ignoring the Nisenan connection to the 'Uba there is nothing being
done to repatriate land, power or privilege.
Respondents indicated that should tourism materials be developed, they should
include, 96% river safety and etiquette as the priority and as a second in voting of 87.4%
of Nisenan Heritage and Lands (SYRCL, 2022). The respondents want to see more initiatives to educating visitors of the 'Uba on Nisenan Heritage. In SYRCL’s recommendations to the response at the end of the pamphlet they did not mention Indigenous or Nisenan at all. The recommendations they included at the end of the survey results were to
encourage volunteers for the nonprofit to clean up trash. The SYRCL also plans to increase “infrastructure and enforcement” in the 'Uba by creating signage, increasing fines
for parking and littering, and establishing a shuttle bus, even though when respondents
were asked about increased infrastructure and ‘tax’ majority of them voted ‘strongly disagree’ (2022). Their recommendations do not align with the results of the survey. Including questions about Nisenan heritage but then ignoring those results can be seen as performative activism. The SYRCL “shows" they are thinking about Nisenan sovereignty
without doing anything. When SYRCL incorporated questions around Indigenous homelands and Nisenan Heritage but did not include those in the recommendations, they are
participating in a settler move towards innocence by elevating settler guilt.
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SYRCL does not acknowledge that these lands and waters are of the Nisenan Peoples. The denial that one has any responsibility for the continuing existence of settler colonialism, such as omitting Nisenan stewardship of the 'Uba. Tuck and Yang argue that,
There is a long and bumbled history of non-Indigenous Peoples making moves to
alleviate the impacts of colonization. The too-easy adoption of decolonizing discourse (making decolonization a metaphor) is just one part of that history, and it
taps into pre-existing tropes that get in the way of more meaningful potential alliances. We think of the enactment of these tropes as a series of moves to innocence
(Malwhinney, 1998), which problematically attempt to reconcile settler guilt and
complicity, and rescue settler futurity. (3)
Settler colonialism does not want to acknowledge Indigenous sovereignty because the
fundamental goal is the ongoing appropriation of Indigenous land and resources by and
for the benefit of settlers (Bacon, 2019). Settler innocence and guilt is outweighed is
fueled the ‘threat’ of giving up power and possession of land for Indigenous sovereignty.
Settlers see Indigenous sovereignty as a threat because Indigenous Peoples want their
land back. The threat of their land being stolen from them also threatens their identity at
settlers. It threatens their identity of turning the oppressor to the oppressed. When we,
settlers, acknowledge the Nisenan Tribe in this survey but then make no claims for how
we are going to work towards Nisenan sovereignty, we are painfully unaware of the intense settler colonial reinforcement that is being made to continue to oppress the Tribe.
An image poster (Figure 8), that has been in almost every restaurant or shop in socalled Nevada City and Grass Valley, highlights the steps to take to ensure river safety.
This poster is specifically for the tourists at the 'Uba showcasing that people visiting
should be aware of the rules; no fires, no glassware, and respecting the silence, no loud

94
music. At the bottom of the poster, it ends with ‘protect the river, respect our community’. The entire community is devoted to the conservation, protection, and respect of the
'Uba River but based on the same settler colonial modes of oppression that stole these
lands and waters from the Nisenan Tribe. We, settlers, center the concept of ‘wilderness’
as a thing that needs to be protected. For people in Nevada County, that is the 'Uba River.
We, settlers, see ourselves as the protectors of the 'Uba because we spend our time there,
but using western language around conservation of the 'Uba enforces settler colonialism.
Nowhere on the poster does it mention the Nisenan Tribe as the people of the 'Uba but
actually indicates that the ‘community’ and ‘friends of the river’ are the ones that advocate for this protection.
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Figure 8. Image by Wendy Van Wagner of “Protest the river, respect our community”.

Not only should we, settlers, acknowledge the Nisenan Tribe but also the Nisenan connection to the 'Uba. The 'Uba is a place that settlers in this area feel they have a spiritual
connection with. The emerald, green pools surrounded by granite boulders is the signature of the 'Uba. The old route 49 bridge has been a picture hotspot for anyone who visits.
Mom and pops beach at purdon crossing is where many of us, settlers, grew up. As tourism has risen in the last couple years, there has been contempt of the 'Uba. Glass bottles
remain scattered in the sand, trash lie in between the rocks, and graffiti on the trees and
boulders. For the 'local's’ here we see this as a heartbreak in a place we call home. Having outsiders treat the river not as we, settlers, would. The truth of the matter is that we,
settlers, have continued to disrespect the river since the gold rush. The 'Uba is not the
same as it was before we stole this river at the expense of the
Nisenan Tribe. We continue to displace the Nisenan Tribe by gathering at the river, not
seeing the river as a living person but something that can relieve us from the heat. Mira
Clark describes her relationship with the river as a non-Indigenous person
I love this river; I was raised on this river naked on the banks of the Yuba… I feel
connected to the water as a home and landscape. I know it's not the same river
that the Nisenan knew. It has been diverted, moved, exploded, and exploited by
the gold rush and now the green rush of the cannabis industry. (2021)
Mira acknowledges the historical adverse effects of the gold rush, to the river and the Nisenan Tribe then acknowledges the continued struggles that the river faces. She speaks
about the river as a relative and with humility. This is a step for how we, settlers, can redefine our relationship with the 'Uba.
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For us, settlers, to understand how we can redefine our relationship with the 'Uba
we must respect the Nisenan relationship with the 'Uba. As we, settlers, recreate in the
‘Uba, the Nisenan does not. I asked Shelly Covert why the Nisenan do not recreate in the
river, she said
We don't recreate on the 'Uba. It's not what it's for. We don't recreate nature that
way. I would go to Bullards Bar and my grandpa would tell me “You can go but I
wouldn't swim in the water if I was you”. He told me again when I went to Lake
Wildwood too because we have burial grounds there. I would lay places, but I
would rarely go in the water because we have burial grounds there. Another part
of it, especially in the South 'Uba, is that we say, “don't stare at it too long because it will lure you in and have its way with you”. Overall, it's disrespectful, the
river is alive and if you party and swim in the river you are not respecting the
river. In other lifetimes, how you treat everything in this life matters, no matter
how small it is, next time maybe you are small, and they are big, and they will remember. When you go to the river you take what you need, and you give back.
Without the fish and the water is so low and you continue to recreate in it you are
only taking. Sometimes I feel weird taking photos of the river, it feels disrespectful. (2022)
This powerful story shows not only that the 'Uba is alive but there are sacred Nisenan
burial grounds in the places we, settlers recreate. The tourism problem that the 'Uba faces
today is not just a problem of litter, parking, or fires but the lack of respect for the river as

98
a living spiritual place for the Nisenan Tribe that has been changed, exploited, and derailed due to settler colonialism. We, settlers, must reflect on that history of colonization,
move away from western conservation methods, and move towards Native knowledge
bases and culture as stewards of the land.
I asked Shelly how she feels about the increase in tourism and 'local'ism around
the 'Uba she answered,
With everything going on in this world and that we are distracted by so
many things the river still attracts people into its amazing waters. Still in its
tamed condition that it still resonates and captures Peoples in their hearts. Bringing floaties and sunscreen in it, is not the way we give back to the river. If you see
it as a living spirit, it will change everything. If you treat it as a recreation it will
continue to be degraded. When you go to the river and say, “may I step into the
water? I am hot and want to cool down” it would be a different relationship. That
river is still giving, and it enchants people, it could be a deeper relationship other
than floating and keeping cool and that would be better. It's so incredible those
moments that come from connections to water and land. (2022)
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CONCLUSION: LOOKING TOWARDS NISENAN ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

While I write this thesis, I am aware of the issues in our community outside of the
'Uba River. The December 2021 snowstorm in Nevada County left many residents without running water, heat, or power, snowed-in their homes, some for weeks. This was the
largest amount of snow that we have seen with snowfall up to 9ft, affecting over 15,000
households in the County, including myself. This amount of snowfall was unprecedented
for our county. Community members rallied around helping their neighbors by plowing
driveways, delivering gas for generators, offering laundry services and food. I worked for
the Nevada County Public Health department during this time and the amount of calls we
received during this time for aid, specifically from the houseless population, was unprecedented. Getting our houseless folks into a warm place during the storm was extremely
difficult because Nevada County is a rural area without dependable public transportation.
I hope we are more prepared as a county with efficient disaster plans that accommodate
ALL our residents. The trees in the area have never felt this heavy snow before resulting
in devastating destruction of homes and properties. Trees fell on top of homes, fence
lines, and PG&E lines. Residents are still experiencing the effects of this storm, repairing
homes and cleaning storm debris. We now sit and wait to look at the fallen trees and tree
limbs acting as the perfect storm for fire season of this coming summer.
How our community came together to help our neighbors during this snowstorm
is how I envision our community of so-called Nevada County to support each other with
or without disaster emergencies. Members of the Nisenan Tribe of the Nevada County
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Rancheria continue to live in poverty without sufficient running water or heat. As community members we must be aware of these extreme differences in privilege and injustices. Not only be aware but feel a sense of responsibility to help our neighbors. I believe
we can do this through decolonization. Decolonization as land back within original Nisenan reservation borders to petition for the Tribe to be federally recognized. As I have
stated before, for the Nisenan Tribe to become federally recognized would mean that the
Tribe would be able to gain access to housing grants, education, health, and economic
stability. This is the most crucial part of the Tribes ability to survive against odds of genocide and settler colonialism.
Shelly Covert during Nisenan Heritage Day celebration asks the community to
support the Nisenan in the quest for land back. Nisenan Heritage Day falls on November
26th, this past November was the 12th annual celebration. The Nisenan Tribe and CHIRP
put on to talk about various topics such as history of the Nisenan Peoples, the support that
is needed, and to overall educate the public about Nisenan heritage. Shelly states in disbelief after reviewing archives of the history of Nevada County, “I cannot believe that we
are still here to tell our story after the deliberate genocide that occurred” (2021). The
termination of the Nevada City Rancheria in 1964 put the Nisenan Tribe in severe distress, not only taking away the place they call home but separating the Tribe and families
that have fought to stay together during the gold rush. Since then, the Nisenan Tribe still
lives in the so-called Nevada City area but without support from the federal government.
Shelly Covert asks the community of Nevada County for that support through the Ances-
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tral Reciprocity Program (ARP) where anyone can sign up for monthly or one-time donations that go directly to Tribal members. The support that is really needed for the Nisenan
Tribe is land back. Land back within the original borders of the terminated Rancheria so
that they can show the government they still own land, that they are still here, “because
we are a terminated tribe we should be restored” (Covert, 2021).
Shelly asks the community members who listened in on Nisenan Heritage Day to
rally in support to buy two parcels that are for sale within the original Rancheria borders.
These parcels on cement hill road are adjacent to each other totaling in 8.94 acres and
over 1.5 million dollars. Housing in Nevada County has gone up by 19.5% since 2019.
The median price for a home in 2019 was $385,000, and now in 2022 the median housing
price is $460,000 according to the Union. Housing prices in the state of California have
overall gone up, people cannot afford to live here anymore, nevertheless Indigenous Peoples who struggle from oppression of settler colonialism, racism, and trauma. When
Shelly spoke about these parcels, she was not just talking about land back but real struggles that the Tribe faces,
We need to own a piece of the old reservation land; they have homes on them so
elders will immediately occupy these lands. Owning land within the original
boundaries of the reservation looks better when getting federal recognition. Every
time we have lost an elder everything fragments. When we lost my mom's oldest
sister, Bridie, they held the side of the family together. Something must give somewhere, I hate sounding like that, but the people are not doing well. Having a place
that is ours would make a difference, the kids can be around their families, it is
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important that we all be together. The people are part of the land, and the people
need to be on their ancestral homeland. (2021)
Decolonization is land back. Settlers are fearful that Indigenous Peoples just want to take
their homes/land away from them, but it is not that simple. Land back is a movement toward ending the injustices of colonialism and aiding Tribal community members that are
struggling. When Indigenous Peoples come to their ancestral homelands they can begin
to heal from the trauma of violence and displacement. They are the stewards of THESE
lands and waters, not anywhere else.
The Nisenan Tribe has already spend eight years in federal court to only to have
their case dismissed on a legal technicality. Shelly Covert, with the help of local lawyers,
are currently working through the statues and regulations for federal Indian laws and
moving through the verbiage of these laws to find discrepancies in termination. They
have found in the termination only one tribal member Peter Johnson signed onto the selling of the Rancheria while 18 other Tribal members did not. These other 18 Tribal members were necessary in this process of termination but were excluded from this document.
This is where the Tribe stands today in their fight towards federal recognition. As a Tribe
that has endured intense violence by settler colonialism, they continue to have to look towards the same federal government for recognition that enacted genocide on their peoples.
Settler colonialism is not an event from the past but a structure that continues to
perpetuate harm against Indigenous Populations. Another struggle that the community of
Nevada County and the Nisenan Tribe is facing is the re-opening of the Idaho-Maryland
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Mine in so-called Grass Valley. A mining company called Rise Gold is attempting to reopen the Idaho-Maryland Mine this year (2022). At one point in time the Idaho-Maryland
Mine was California's largest producer of gold and the largest employer in Nevada
County. The mine closed in 1956 due to WWII (Rise Gold, 2022). The Idaho-Maryland
Mine is one of many mines within Nevada County that contributed to the ecological devastation during the gold rush. Rise Gold, a 15-year-old mining corporation that has never
successfully opened a mine, is planning to re-open the mine pending approval of the Nevada County Board of Supervisors. A coalition was built out of the necessity to organize
around the opposition of the mine called Mine Watch. Mine Watch is composed of residents, businesses, and nonprofits that bring an array of specialties like researchers, legal
minds, advocates, and educators to halt the re-opening of the Idaho-Maryland Mine. The
reasons for wanting to oppose the mine is none-other than adverse environmental effects.
Mine Watch’s main arguments for opposition is that the mine will pollute our air, drain
our waters, potential toxic spills, and the destruction of our natural landscape. Driving
through Nevada County, one would see several ‘No Mine’ signs (Figure 9) in people's
front lawns voicing their opinions of the re-opening.
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Figure 9. Image of ‘No Mine’ signs in opposition to the re-opening of the Idaho-Maryland Mine in Grass
Valley.

Frank Lawerence, who wrote the draft environmental impact report for the IdahoMaryland Mine, argues that Rise Gold failed to consult the Nisenan Tribe. In an email
exchange the CEO of Rise Gold, Ben Mossman accidentally replied to Frank stating “The
county is so naive in trying to assist this group (the Nisenan) to gain status…Welcome to
Canada” (O’Neil, 2022). Mossman’s comment was not only disrespectful but inherently
racist. These mining companies are fueled by capitalism, exploitation, and settler colonial
violence. If we allow the re-opening of the Idaho-Maryland mine, we are creating a norm
for these exploitative ventures. We as a community, cannot let that happen.
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The re-opening of the Idaho-Maryland Mine is a step back into the 1840s when
the gold rush started in this county. I argue that the re-opening of the mine is continued
oppression of Nisenan sovereignty by settler colonialism. As a community we are still
trying to recover from the environmental effects that were left behind by gold and hydraulic mining. Our salmon continue to suffer, our river is low, and our forests are burnt.
Mining is inherently settler-colonial fueled capitalism. The legacy of mining leaves behind a history of violence and genocide. It is not only an attack on the environment but an
attack on the people of these lands and waters, the Nisenan Peoples. Mining is in our
past, not our future. Allowing Rise Gold to re-open the Idaho-Maryland mine would be
allowing the oppressive structures of settler colonialism that we, as a community, have
just begun to fight against. Mining was the start of Nisenan displacement from their
homes and the destruction of their lands. These issues don’t go away. Colonialism and
capitalism will continue to try to obstruct our lives and it is our job as community members to choose to fight back. Not just for ourselves but for our neighbors.
I choose to fight against oppressors in our community and I expect my friends and
family to do the same, for the betterment of our existence here. Throughout my conversations with environmental activists in our community I thought about the use of intersectionality for incentive to choose to do better. Intersectionality was a term coined by Kimberlee Crenshaw in 1989, initially for understanding power relations, race, and oppression of feminist black women. Over the years, intersectionality is the framework that focuses on differences within and the (continued) salience of colonialism and imperialism
(Crenshaw, 1990). As the Nisenan have been oppressed and exploited by environmental
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degradation enforced by settler colonialism, other underrepresented groups have also
been silenced. The environmental movement is a historically white dominated sector. BIPOC peoples have continued to be left out of the conversations in conservation and restoration. BIPOC peoples live in places that have extreme environmental destruction such as
water pollution, air pollution, and rise in sea water. We must not forget that every underrepresented group is affected by settler colonialism in the most severe ways. Organizations or coalitions lack the intersectional lens that is necessary to do work that is for the
‘betterment of the community’. Intersectional Environmentalism is how organizations
have attempted to dismantle systems of oppression in the environmental movement. The
nonprofit Intersectional Environmentalism states,
Conversations within environmental spaces cannot minimize or ignore the injustices targeting vulnerable communities and natural ecosystems, but rather denote
the ways social inequalities influence our perception of environmentalism, regardless of how subtle or obvious. In this way, intersectional environmentalism calls
for justice for people + the Planet. (2022)
As a community, our choices, our coalitions must be intersectional. Holistic activism,
meaning looking at the entire problem instead of just part of the problem is where we can
begin to make system changes.
Nature, animals, and water are kin to the Nisenan peoples. The black oak trees,
the salmon, and the 'Uba River, are at the center of Nisenan culture and identity. To ignore the Nisenan Peoples, TEK, and their connection to the 'Uba continues to displace the
Nisenan Peoples. The Nisenan need to be listened to in an intersectional space of acknowledgment and respect. White environmentalism continues to limit its capacities to
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single issue campaigns that focus on conservation without understanding the social implications of this work. It is intersectional, "We need to see what we all have in common,
learn from each other and stop trying to oppress the people that are the most vulnerable"
(Martin, 2021). The responsibility of Nisenan acknowledgment and federal recognition
lies on the shoulders of the Nisenan Peoples and the willingness of the environmental organizations to listen and incorporate TEK in their restoration efforts in the 'Uba.
In the keynote essay by feminist Audre Lorde, The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House, she speaks about intersectionality and how there is security in
mutual (non-dominant) differences. Lorde encourages us as activists to understand our
differences and embrace them to open a new dialect. We cannot solve problems of oppression working with the tools of a system of oppression. We must look outside the lens
of settler colonialism and western tools to dismantle racism and into the voices of the
people who have been exploited by these systems. I believe her essay can translate into
the environmental justice sector as well. Creating coalitions from different backgrounds
in and around multi-issue campaigns can only strengthen the power we hold together, "It
is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master's tools
will never dismantle the master's house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his
own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change" (2003). Changing the narrative of how we practice conservation and restoration efforts in the 'Uba and
Nevada County with the Nisenan and use of TEK can only make our efforts more successful.

108
As a community, we must acknowledge the people of the 'Uba River, the Nisenan
Tribe of the Nevada City Rancheria. We must actively make choices with the Nisenan
Tribe as the top priority. We, settlers, have occupied these lands and waters for so long, it
is time to give back. We are not the ‘locals’, the term ‘local’ is a colonial fragment to
continue to employ ownership over land. Just yesterday as I was walking through socalled Nevada City, I was stopped by two older white ladies. They asked me when and
where I was born. After I answered that I was born here in 1997 they told me that I
‘passed the test, and that I am a true local’. This type of interaction is exactly the reasoning why I began to write this thesis. To educate the settlers of this community to do better. The only people we should be acknowledging as ‘locals’ are the Nisenan Tribe. Not
‘locals’ but stewards of the land that hold sacred traditional land steward practices for
these lands and waters.
In one of my last conversations with Shelly Covert we spoke about how Traditional Ecological Knowledge has been the center of conversations between the Tribe and
environmental organizations in Nevada County. Shelly argues that Tribal sovereignty is
not only about TEK, “Just because the forests and rivers are in bad shape, does not mean
that TEK is the only knowledge the Nisenan hold. There is a larger knowledge base of respect for family values and community” (2022). It is hard for the Nisenan Tribe to answer
questions they are repeatedly asked about how they are practicing land stewardship and
what projects they are working on currently using TEK because there is no land to practice on. The 32 Deer Creek parcel is contaminated because the Champion Mine used to
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operate on that land. How are the Nisenan able to practice TEK, ceremonies, and begin to
heal without land back?
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Mother Earth

You provided us with shelter and fed us from your seeds

You nurtured us from infants, filling every need

You wanted us to grow and thrive, was it the overall plan

For us to be the gardeners, the keepers of your lands?

You knew week need sound bodies, good reasoning and health

But in those years of nurturing, did you forget about yourself

In those years of trial did you stray from the original plan

Or did you start to love us, has only a mother can?

You gave of yourself so freely, then we demanded even more

When you tried to weighing the flow, we found ways to make it pour

We thought ourselves above all other living things

And in a world that no one owned, we crowned ourselves the Kings
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We continue to plunder your resources but no longer for our needs

Now the plundering that is done is for our insatiable greed
One ages quickly under stress and you’re old before your time

But like so many spoiled kids, we refuse to see the signs.

My prayer is to restore your clean rivers, forests and lakes

And reestablish our brotherhood with the Raven and the Wolf and the Snake

Mother, we finally know now that our future is in your hands

A lesson the hard learned, we are not the Kings, but the keepers of your land.
By Nisenan Vice Chair, Virginia Covert – 1996
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Figure 10.Image of Shelly Covert, the Spokesperson of the Nevada City Rancheria.

Thank you, Shelly, for sharing your knowledge and stories with me and the community
of Nevada County. I cherish our friendship and look up to you as a strong, feminist, Indigenous leader. This process could not have happened without you.
Your friend,
Aleena
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APPENDIX
During my time at Humboldt State University, or now called Cal Poly Humboldt,
myself and my peers have faced attempted silence and oppressive violence from faculty
and administration. Over and over again, we have struggled to just be students and focus
on our research because of the overwhelming burden this administration has put on us to
make up for the work they have failed to do. The work they failed to do was make this
master's program a safe and inviting place for BIPOC students. In failing to do that, many
students ended up dropping out of the program entirely and the ones that are left are left
with no support. Administration halted admissions into this program for reasoning to
“stop the harm being done against students,” but what I see, to cover up the settler colonial actions administration has actively solicited against students. Writing this thesis during this time has been an emotional process, an educational process, but in no way is for
the University that continues to harm both myself and the people I have learned to call
my friends. This thesis is for my community and to better my community through Nisenan acknowledgement and respect for the Nisenan as stewards of the 'Uba River.

